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FOREWORD 


Methinks that friendship has fallen on hard times. When Facebook 
announces that a subscriber has “469 friends” I have to wonder what 
“friend” has come to mean in today’s parlance. 

While the concept of friendship has been expanded to such a degree 
that it has largely been diluted, the concept of intimacy has been 
narrowed to mean primarily sexual intimacy, and, within the Christian 
community, exclusively marital sexual intimacy. 

Daniel’s book attempts to recapture a deeper (and thereby 
narrower) understanding of friendship and a wider understanding of 
intimacy within spiritual friendship. Although his focus is friendship 
between the sexes, much of what I read here is apropos of deeply 
intimate, committed friendship—period. 

My comments—unlike Dan’s—are not rooted in years of reading and 
studying but simply in my many miles on the road of life tasting the 
good gifts of our gracious God along the way. 

As Dan and I have grown in God's friendship with us and our friendship 
with one another, we've come to cherish increasingly those very special 
additional friendships with which God has blessed us on this journey. 

Iam a mathematician. Because my choice of vocation was made prior 
to the influx of women into this field, my significant friendships were 
necessarily formed with men, men who shared my field of study and 
work. At the time, I didn’t think, “Wow, I have cross-gender friendships 
here!” They were friendships with all the richness that the word implied 
and without any additional modifiers or surgeon-general warnings. 

In that mix were a few particularly close relationships. My best friend 
during my graduate school years was a married man. Our paths diverged 
many years ago (and not in “a yellow wood”), but his lifeprints shaped 
me as a person and as a professional. I love him still and always will. 


How in the world can a married man and a single woman have a close, 
chaste friendship? Back then it was a “no brainer” for both of us. Our 
mutual love and respect established our parameters from Day One. But 
those parameters did not shut out love or companionship or soul-sharing. 
Precisely because we made choices (unspoken) to honor his marriage 
and one another, our friendship thrived in the midst of the steamy 
sexual revolution that was tearing through campus. No conferences or 
seminars or counseling were necessary during that time. We knew who 
we were and what we were about. Additionally, no one within our social 
context regarded such friendships as dangerous or undesirable. 

The female friends that Dan counts as his closest are my friends, too! 
Indeed, they do not reside outside our marriage or alongside our marriage 
but inside our marriage. If we've learned anything about loving during 
these twenty-eight years of marriage, it is that with God as the true 
source of love, we have an infinitely abundant source! Loving is not a 
zero-sum game. 

Friendship love is one of God's sweet gifts for our earthly pilgrimage, 
one gift that we can take with us into eternity. There is chemistry here, 
of a kind. There is mystery here. Take off your shoes because this is holy 
ground! The Lord God himself visits us embodied in a friend. Friendship 
is incarnational. 

When our son, Jonathan, was quite young and fearful of the dark, 
we explained Psalm 139, declaring that God was right there in the 
room with him, that it was never dark for God. Jonathan did not 
dispute any of these foundational truths, but he passionately cried out, 
“I want someone with bones in them!” 

When the Lord gives us a friend, he himself comes to us “with bones” 


The scholarly and sublime treasure that is this book is the fruit of 


many years of experiencing Cross-gender friendships and meditating 


Bon their beauty and blessing. Wishing to share this world of wonder 
with a church often locked in fear and distrust, Dan Presents a “thick” 
understanding of scriptural Passages, an accumulation of historical 
testimony from inside and outside the Church, and a complete 


discussion of contemporary thinkers on this subject. 

It is our prayer that this book will call the Church toward greater 
reconciliation between men and women, greater freedom to love one 
another with that very love with which we ourselves have been loved 
from the foundations of the world, a deeper experience of “God with us” 


Thy kingdom come; 
thy will be done on earth 
as it is in heaven. 
Amen. 


Sheila Wilson Brennan 
October 2009 
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wavered. A whole new world was opened to us when we came to see 
that married life in the kingdom is not a zero sum game of intimacy. 


INTRODUCTION 


What would our marriages, our friendships, our churches, and our 
communities look like if men and women were not afraid of connecting 
with each other in deep ways? What if men and women could really 
know each other without sex getting in the way? What if we did not 
have to be so afraid of our own and other’s bodies that we cannot trust 
ourselves with them? 

These are important questions for Christian men and women who 
are integrating new meaning and depth in marriage and friendship in 
our postmodern world. Sweeping social changes in our understanding 
of masculinity, femininity, marriage, friendship, community, family, and 
spirituality in the West are changing the ways men and women relate 
to each other as spouses, co-workers, and friends. Thousands of men 
and women are working together, flying together as co-workers, and 
commuting together—all without “chaperones.” They are now working 
in close proximity alongside each other in ministries. Friendships between 
the sexes are increasing in contemporary culture and, even more 
significantly, transmarital friendship love is emerging as a sacred option 
for husbands and wives in Christ-honoring marriages. More than ever, 
friendship love between a man and woman is poised to become a 
receptive love coexisting with marriage not a rival love fo it. 

This book makes a simple but provocative claim: stories of paired 
cross-sex friendship love are journeys toward communion with God 
and our neighbor in the Christian story. In the new creation, men and 
women are not limited to stark contrasts where we must choose 
between romantic passion in marriage or inappropriate sex/infidelity. 
Chaste, but powerfully close friendships between the sexes stir our 
curiosity and resist formulaic gender roles in marriage, friendship, and 
society. In the Christian story, men and women were made for each 
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d into the communion of love. And while 


other—and they are calle 
there is a distinctive calling for supreme allegiance and communion 


in marriage, the way of friendship between the sexes : the quest for 
beauty, goodness, and truth in marriage, in relationships extending 
outward from marriage (from here on referred to as “transmarital, 
thank you, Marva Dawn!) or outside marriage if one is single. Communion 
between sexes is not solely contained between husband and wife. 

I do not offer a particular model for this sacred friendship in the following 
pages. Interpersonal communion cannot be reduced to one model. 

Nor does the Christian community need more how-to books on male- 
female relations. 1 have tasted some of the beauty and sweetness of 
female friendships—beginning with my wife, Sheila. I have not arrived 
on any perfectionist plateau. Iam a flawed friend as those closest to me 
know. I do acknowledge Dan Allender’s counsel and confess how much 
of a mess 1 am.) My closest friends know I do not have it all together. 

I own my struggles in my friendships. The formation and nurturance 

of intimate relationships is never an easy stroll along a sun-drenched 
beach. Part of the spiritual formation in friendship is working through 
disconnects, hurts, misunderstandings, and honest mistakes. | would 
like to think, though, that I am maturing in these relationships and have 
a growing sense of learning from my failures. To my amazement, my 
dearest female friends know me very deeply, yet they have stuck around, 
and I am a better man because of their distinctive and unique beauty. 

It is not my intention to romanticize cross-sex friendship. We will not 
get very far in sexual formation and virtue if we approach this relationship 
with rose-colored glasses. No friendship starts out with perfect people. 
On this side of heaven, there will never be a friendship between a man 
and a woman who have arrived and have male-female relations all 
figured out for everyone else. This is not a book about ten steps to 
acct Sas peecton: No single Pook can possibly address 

g issues impacting friendships between the sexes. 
ty has yet to seriously engage the richness of male- 


female friendship and sexuality. It is undeniably true that many 
evangelical leaders tend to see deep male-female friendships as a 
threat to marriage. 

This book suggests that the possibility of deep spiritual friendships 
between the sexes may decrease the divorce rate among Christians. 

I don't disagree with the plight of marriages. Instead of reinforcing 
outdated stereotypes of masculinity and femininity accompanied by 
overromanticized views of marriage, the Christian community ought 

to reconsider the practice of spiritual friendship where men and women 
are co-creators, co-equal, and co-commissioned to advance God's 
beauty, goodness, peace, and justice in this world. Many deep spiritual 
friendships between men and women in church history lasted longer 
than some contemporary Christian marriages. 

Task for your patience as I have had to make specific choices about 
language concerning this type of relationship. What to call them? 
Male-female friendships? Cross-sex? Cross-gender? Opposite-sex? All 
of these have their own strengths and weaknesses. There are purists 
who stick with one or the other. I primarily stay with the phrase “cross-sex 
friendships” When I am addressing relationships where both the man 
and woman are committed to chastity within their friendship but 
are open to intimacy, I did not want to use the word “nonsexual’ It is 
impossible for them to be “nonsexual” in their intimacy. They are both 
embodied sexual beings. People cannot leave their sexuality at the door 
when they enter friendship with persons of the other gender. Embracing 
a healthy, positive, chaste view of one’s sexuality in friendship is an 
expression of beauty, goodness, and truth in God's story. So, I mostly 
choose to use the phrase “nonromantic’” to describe close male-female 
relationships signifying romantic love and sex are off-limits. 

Centuries before the contemporary distinction of sex and sexuality, 
Christian men and women formed deep friendships of mutual love, 
delight, acceptance, affection, confession, prayer, and enduring commitment. 
Catholic scholar Paul M. Conner notes there have been close cross-sex 
friendships in “every period of Christian history.” These relationships 
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are powerful witnesses of a sexual beauty between men and women 
who are passionately committed to love each other as Christ has loved 
them. They testify to the important difference between sex and sexuality. 
Ican only speak from my limited experience, but it seems common 

for many Christians to narrow the meaning of sexuality to sex or 
everything revolving around genital sexuality. 

Chaste cross-sex friendships cannot flourish in communities that 
limit sexuality to sex or to lust management. The stories of intimate but 
nonromantic cross-sex friendships help us to see our sexual theology 
in the Christian community has been too constricting and legalistic. As 
men and women made in the image of the triune God, there is a beauty 
in friendship as well as marriage. There is a wider and deeper social 
dimension to sexuality in God's world beyond the limited and narrow 
sexuality portrayed in the romantic myth and in popular culture. 
Romantic love does not have a monopoly on all deep love stories 
between men and women. What would male-female relationships look 
like in marriages and friendship if every man and woman could know 
the spiritual richness and beauty of oneness between genders? What 
would our churches look like if men and women sought deep 
communion with God and with each other? 


CHAPTER 1 


SACRED SEXUALITY 
AND FRIENDSHIP 


In this sense, friendship between the sexes 

may take us not out of ourselves 
but beyond ourselves - may make us more whole, 
more balanced and sane, than we could otherwise be. 
Indeed, I myself think that this is one of the purposes of friendship... 

We are being prepared ultimately 

for that vast friendship which is in heaven, 

in which we truly are taken beyond ourselves 
and which all share in the love of God. 


Gilbert Meilaender' 


I have close friendships with three women: a single woman, a married 
woman, and my wife of twenty-eight years. I had no idea that my 
‘relationships with these two other women would plunge me into the 
mystery and depths of love, sexuality, and divine friendship. 

These friendships became the subject of a conversation I had with 
my former pastor. Even though Sheila (my wife) fully supported these 
friendships, he said to me, “Dan, you're playing with fire! Men and 
women are hard-wired for sexual union when they enjoy intimacy 
with each other” 

I just listened as he continued. . 

“The exceptions are familial intimacy, such as a close bond between 
mother and son, or brother and sister. Look at Genesis one and two; 
it's all there. Dan, look at Scripture,” he pleaded. “Men and v women are 
designed to experience intimacy and are wired to.be one flesh” 








—He continued arguing his case using negative example after negative 
example. Now in some sense, who in their right mind would argue 


Sacred Unions, Sacred Passions 


with him? According to my former pastor I was flying in the piers all 
Christian tradition and wisdom. It is my guess that a some Christians 
this same script is played in many private conversations over the phone, 
at Starbucks, in the pastor's study, or over the breakfast table. I was 
hoping (as was my wife) for a response different from the cut-and-dried, 
stereotypical reaction our rector gave. 

At the time, my pastor did not even know the specifics of my intimate, 
cross-sex friendships. For several years my single friend and I have 
conversed with each other and with God about our anxieties and longings. 

| We've prayed together for healing, job crises, graduate academic papers 

| and stress, relational disconnects, her dating relationships, a place to 
live, car repairs, my marriage, ministry, our own relationship, sexual 
abuse, the death of her grandmother, the death of my mother, and 
everything in between. We've spent much time alone together and with 

, _ my wife. We car-pooled together for eighteen months while we worked 

| for the same company. During some stretches we've prayed daily with 

and for each other. 
Yet, sex has not been an issue between us. Love, yes. Intimacy, yes. 
‘Sex, no. 

If you are looking for a book which surveys the shifting relational 
Practices and attitudes between genders in the contemporary Western 
world, issuing an appeal to return to a “Focus on the Family” 1950's 
value system with safe, predictable, distant, cut-and-dried boundaries 
to protect marriages and “family values’ then this book might prove 
terrifying. However, if you are beginning to see there is more to 
male-female relationships than either marriage or extramarital sexual 
relationships this book is for you. Perhaps you think there must be 
something more for Christian men and women than the traditional 
way of assuming sex is an inevitable outcome when men and women 
get close. This book will help you on that journey. Some, 


no doubt, are 
8oing to fear the impact of such an idea; 


others will find it liberating. 


Chapter 1: Sacred Sexuality and Friendship 


Is Harry Right? 

“What I'm saying,’ Harry looks at Sally in the popular 1989 romantic 
comedy, When Harry Met Sally, “and this is not a come-on in any way, 
shape or form, is that men and women can't be friends because the sex 
part always gets in the way” 

Is Harry right? Many Christians use Harry's line as an infallible, 
uncontestable statement of the obvious to end further dialogue on the 
possibilities of deep friendship between men and women. Countless 
books have been written on the themes of protecting and enhancing 
the purity of genital sexuality, but little has been written by Protestants 
in the area of sexuality and close male-female friendships. For the most 
part, conservative Christian books on sexuality focus almost exclusively 
on marital sexuality and spirituality. Some authors are beginning to at 
least mention the value of transmarital cross-sex friendships, but Western 
culture i in general portrays male-female relationships as a stepping - 
stone | to! romantic relationships or marriage, In such a culture, married 
“men and women may perceive close friendships with members of the 
opposite sex as threatening. Eight years into close friendships with 
women, I am convinced there is an often unmentioned sweet and 
passionate reality that is transformative, intimate, and authentic—a 
way of embodied intimacy between a man and woman who are not 
married to each other. 

Authors John Scudder and Anne Bishop fit that description. They 
have enjoyed a deep friendship for decades. They describe such closeness 
between men and women: 

Relationships between men and women that do not involve romance 
and sex are usually referred to as ‘just’ friend relationships. Unlike 
‘just’ friend relationships, rich personal relationships between the 
sexes have been overlooked. Most people are aware that ‘just’ 
friend relationships can become affairs, but few people seem aware 
that ‘just’ friend relationships can blossom into relationships of 
dialogical love. Those of us who have experienced the abundant 
being that can come from a deep personal relationship with a 
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person of the opposite sex would never speak of our relationship 


as just’ Calling these relationships ‘just’ friends is not only ie 
misleading; it trivializes the relationship in a way that seems sacrilege. 
Victor Luftig in his book Seeing Together: Friendship Reteer the 
Sexes in English Writing highlights this awkwardness nicl he ei 
shapes conversations about nonromantic male-female neodahine 
toward “what it is not”} Indeed, to suggest any positive affirmation of 
aclose male-female friendship immediately invites suspicion. Luftig 
suggests that “what is being talked about is in fact not friendship but 
sex, whether unacknowledged, unrealized, or unrevealed. To begin 
defining friendship according to the absencé of sex may be to’ say much 
about one’s expectations concerning gender relations, but it is also to 
offer little hope for being able to say what. friendship actually is.” 
Luftig further suggests t that authentic stories of intimate friendships 
between men and women who do not include sex in their journeys 





threaten traditional ideas about how men and women relate when they 
get close. According to the entrenched stereotypes, stories of close 
friendships with the other gender must always end in romance, as in the 
conclusion of When Harry Met Sally. Since this is a romantic comedy, 
the movie has to end with Harry and Sally falling in love with each 
other. According to John Scudder, many in our sexualized culture 
believe that “it would make no sense to say that couples became friends 
in order to not have sexs So Luftig asks, “How can a story remain 
genuinely about friendship, rather than position friendship as a merely 
temporary stage on the way to something the story is more essentially 
about?” He observes, “Friendship between men and women, no matter 


how intensely valued by how many people, 


7 S is scarcely nameable as a 
ing unto itself’ 


Is Harry right? What if Harry is wrong? What if Sexuality is so much 


more than Harry’s vision of male-female intimacy? Is it possible that 


ANS Christian friendship between a man and woman is anauthentic, ~~~ 
|S embodied wists pointing eae 


rointing to a greater reality than the ima; 
ge-offered 
by Tomantic comedies? Perhaps a subversive aspect of Christian 
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discipleship should be the intentional formation and nurture of embodied 
spiritual friendships in order to present a witness which counters 
traditional assumptions about male-female relationships. Embodied 
spiritual friendship includes cultivating the well-being of the other, 
delighting in their gendered presence, and sharing hugs, food, drink, 
work, ministry, and play. 

Jesus intentionally met with women. He traveled with them, and 
shared intimate, private conversations with them. In the presence of 
others, he pursued new social possibilities thought inappropriate by 
religious leaders. Although conservative Christians may be reluctant 
or fearful and choose to resist such, broad, rich, embodied relational 
possibilities, Lilian Calles Barger suggests: 

Our society is centered on either the containment of sex or 
reducing all needs to the erotic ... people are looking not for a 
no-holds-barred sexuality but for a sexuality to be defined more 
broadly than the erotic. The flagrant sexuality of MTV and sitcoms 
gives us a reduction of the expansive life-affirming motivation that 
our sexuality is. But people are longing for a broadening of what it 
means to be a sexual person.® 

What does the Christian story have to say about what it means to be 
a male sexual being or a female sexual being? What does it mean for a 
Christian man who desires a strong and close relationship with his wife, 
but who also desires to relate to other women out of a sexuality which 
goes beyond the conventional paths of romance, inappropriate sex, or 
fearful avoidance? 


Cross-Sex Communion 

Conservative Christianity pours much energy into stressing the sacredness 
of the mysterious union between husband and wife. “Sexuality,” writes 
Lewis Smedes, “is the human drive toward intimate communion.” 
Describing marital sex, Rob Bell states, “What goes on between them 
is a profound mystery. The mystery of the mingling of souls”"° Many 
contemporary Christians would agree with Mike Mason, that “socially, 
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there is just no other means of getting 


hysically, emotionally, i : 
legally, physically: and never has been, than in marriage.” 


closer to another human being, 
He is right. They all are. : 

Any suggestion of an embodied communion Beeyeen unmarried 
men and women is often seen as a threat to the mysterious, ongoing, 
passionate bond between husband and wife. Forming ane partaring a 
close, embodied friendship openly between sexes may raise suspicion, 
awkwardness, and fears and therefore elicit external social pressure 
from the community beyond the marriage. “Audience” suspicions may 
generate widespread, though unwarranted and sinful gossip, thereby 
pressuring some well-meaning friends to avoid innocent outings or 
engage in only chaperoned interaction without close, public affection. 
Is the male-female bond in marriage the only embodied relationship in 
male-female sexuality to experience communion on this side of heaven? 
Is it possible there are assumptions about sexuality, love, marriage, and 
authentic Christian community in paired female-male friendships we 
need to rethink? 

While there is no question the Bible portrays marriage as a passionate 
and exclusive genital communion, the Bible is also persuasively clear 
that the marital Communion is taken-up in a greater and broader 
communion: the communion of God.and the saints. The entire collective 
Christian community affirras-that maritat sexuality points to a reality 
beyond itself. Rob Bell has it right when he says, “Central to the Bible is 
the affirmation that there is one God. Not many, one. And sex between 
the man and woman has something to do with God. Who God is. What 
God is like. Adam and Eve are one as God is one. Same word” When 
eae came into this world, he radically challenged every Jew who believed 
with their whole heart and culture that God was one. Many Jews believed 

. Jesus was undermining their core belief: one God. After Jesus’ resurrection, 
the apostles declared: “Yet for us there is one God, the Father, from 
whom are all things and for whom we exist and one L i 

" thisougtorbionwate all tt ’ ne Lord, Jesus Christ, 

e ; ings and through whom we exist” (1 Cor. 8:6). 

This one God leads us all (including both married 

couples and singles) 


into the mystery of communion with the triune Community and with 
LY ~“Gthers—both men and women. Miroslav Volf describes it: “Salvation is 

communion with God and human beings.” Jesus prayed for this deep 

relational communion for us, far greater and broader than married 

communion alone: 

~~~-f ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who 
will believe in me through their word, that they may all be one. As 
you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so 
that the world may believe that you have sent me. The glory that 
you have given me I have given them, so that they may be one, 
as we are one, | in them and you in me, that they may become 
completely one, so that the world may know that you have sent me 
and have loved them even as you have loved me. (John 17:20-23) 

This “oneness,” too, is a social “mystery” in the New Testament. 


Marriage is not the only social relationship where the mystery 0 


embodied spiritual communion is present. Although Pau! doesn't 
explicitly use the word “mystery” in Galatians 3:28 as he does for 
marriage in Ephesians 5:32, theologians for two millennia have been 
plumbing the social, relational, spiritual and physical ramifications of 
male and female who are now “one” in Christ. Something utterly 
profound has happened in Christ regarding male and female relationships 
(not just between husband and wife) in this present age and the one to 
come: “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, 
there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” 
(Galatians 3:28). 


Protestant vs. Catholic Views of Friendship 

It may surprise some that in Catholic spirituality friendship may reach 

a mutual communion—a mystic union of “two-in-one” intimacy. Rarely 
has such a mystical union of friendship been explored in Protestant 
ecclesiology and spirituality. For centuries evangelicals and fudamentalists 
have not had a theology or a spirituality for such friendship intimacy, 
and therefore lacked interest in birthing and nurturing friendship as 
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died communion—same-gender or cross-gender. Evangelical 


spirituality has focused on the word of oon preached or sas Tead 
and our response to it. Long before public gay ateeon, nay, rotestant 
men felt uneasy about the virtue of desire and intimacy in personal 
friendships. Romantic or married love in contemporary western Protestant 
culture is viewed as the primary and sometimes exclusive path to 
affectionate, deep interpersonal love between two people. I single out 
Protestants because there have been significant Catholic and Eastern 
Orthodox voices which have recognized and named friendship-love 
as another kind of embodied, mystical communion. Catholic scholar 
Louis Colin writes of friendship: “May we not define it as the mystical 
marriage of two souls in search of God? Has it not in fact something 
of that sacrament in it: total and mutual giving, intimacy, faithfulness, 
indissolubility, fecundity? ... It is a union of two souls." 

Carmen Caltagirone, a contemporary Catholic author and spiritual 


embo: 


director, writing on intimacy in friendship says, “With our soul mates 
we share the experience of knowing and being known. Heart speaks to 
heart and two are bonded together and become one.”!* By “soul mates” 
she means an intentional, close bond between two friends in a nonromantic 
friendship. John Bonnici, another Catholic writer, describes friendship 
as “a manifestation of interpersonal communion”"* Eastern Orthodox 
theologian Paul D. O'Callaghan writes of friendship: “The experience 
of human friendship is that in which full persons achieve genuine 
communion in the one human nature””” 


While not a widespread phenomenon, Catholic scholar Paul Conner 


Points out that there have been intimate, “fulfilling and complementing 


friendships between saintly men and women in every period of Christian 
history”* Ina chapter entitled “Two-in-One” Conner surveyed several 
male-female friendships in church history and summarized them: 
While always ordered to God, the friendship between these 
men and women was fully and deeply human, 


bringing them to 
experience a spiritual unity of two- 


in-one-love. They were 
constantly present to one another in mind and heart. Personally 


or by letter they shared in full trust the intimate details of their 
human and spiritual lives. They admired each other's qualities and 
virtues and openly expressed a unique, intense affection for one 
another. Each was ever anxious for another’s human and supernatural 
welfare. Both suffered from separation and rejoiced singularly 
when they were together or could at least receive letters from each 
other.!® 

Evangelicals have been uneasy recognizing such interpersonal 
communion in friendship. Theologians, particularly Protestant theologians, 
have virtually ignored any significant theological relationship between 
divine love and friendship love. C.S. Lewis, a respected evangelical 
scholar quoted frequently in discussions on friendships, used a gendered, 
masculine definition of friendship when he wrote about the distinction 
between friendship love as being “side-by-side” and romantic love as 
“face-to-face.” 

However, mainstream evangelical author Ruth Barton wonders about 
how “safe” sex-segregated boundaries among male-female relationships 
may prevent emotional, physical, and spiritual intimacy in faith 
communities: 

If men and women are not free to share thoughts and ideas over 
lunch, if we cannot talk with enough privacy and safety to work 
through issues, if we cannot spend enough time together that we 
feel like we know each other, if we cannot have fun together, if we 
cannot open our hearts and love each other as friends do, we will 
keep a safe distance that permits us to communicate only over a 
chasm of apathy, misunderstanding and inadequate information.” 

Alongside the resistance to communion in friendships has been a 
widespread emphasis on the private individual. The beginning of the 
evangelical conversion story centers on the experience of a private and 
isolated decision to follow Christ. This focus on a privatized spirituality 
continues as the evangelical sub-culture stresses how our evangelical 
identity is found in “quiet times,’ or our commitment to private prayer 
and Bible reading. The isolated experience tends to be the high point 
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for evangelical spirituality. In fact, evangelical tneoleins and eae 
have encouraged, exhorted, and entreated Christians to depend on God 
alone as their helper, deliverer, burden bearer, refuge, array ae 
friend, and counselor. Scores of books have been written on te vie 
and benefit of private, isolated, withdrawn, personal prayer. With tus 
inordinate emphasis on the individual, it is rare to find an evangelical 
who values formation from paired friendship love and community. 

What may be authentic, holy, healthy stirrings, and longings of a man 
toward a woman (or a woman toward a man) in embodied friendship 
love may find opposition from evangelical communities, even if one’s 
spouse welcomes the friendship. Delighting in and desiring the other's 
gendered presence is more than just friendliness; rather it can be a 
healthy desire in male-female sexuality. As notes Lewis Smedes, “Sexuality 
has to do with much more than genital sex” (italics added).?1_ The desire 
for meaningful delight in another's gendered embodied presence may 
not be a sign of weakness or flirtation with promiscuity, but rather an 
indication that one is grounded in an authentic, “thick” understanding 
of Christian male-female relations. 


Transmarital Social Mystery 
Male-female relations include a transmarital social mystery. “Mysteries,” 
according to Gordon Hilsman, are “aspects of reality that must be 
entered into in order to be realized and endlessly unfold without ever 
being completely mastered” Speaking of cross-sex friendships Smedes 
writes: 
When a man and woman enter each other's lives, their separate 
mysteries almost immediately begin to unfold to each other. And 
as they begin to unveil their mysteries, they are taken into an 
emotional flow that will carry them to places neither of them has 
been before. The woman has hidden reservoirs of feeling and need 
she has not yet explored. The man has emotional resources he has 
never come to feel. Unsuspected yearnings, 


unexplored needs, 
and untapped feelings begin to unfold, Each 


has a mystery moving 
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within waiting to be evoked, and once evoked, it opens the door 
to still more untapped mysteries. 

In Genesis 2, Adam is awakened, discovers Eve, and he immediately 
proclaims, “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” 
(Genesis 2:23). Click that pause button. Hold it. Don’t move to the 
next verse yet. Although it is patently clear that this primal story refers 
to genital intimacy, it would be premature to define all male-female 
relations as a stepping stone to genital intimacy based solely on this 
exclamation from Adam. Most evangelicals—most conservatives — 
have a tendency to read Adam's statement as an ancient form of verbal 
foreplay because of the following verse, “Therefore a man leaves his 
father and his mother and clings to his wife, and they become one flesh” 
(Genesis 2:24). 

The immediate context for Adam (a very long day of naming animals) 
meant he was seeing Eve after having seen all the other animals that 
were paraded before him in the Garden. His response was a deep 
expression of inexplicable connectedness. This was not a proclamation 
after sex; indeed, there is no indication Adam and Eve immediately had 
sex after he said this. It was a reaction of inexplicable interconnectedness 
the first time he laid eyes on Eve. The temptation, of course, is to sexualize 
all male-female relationships, including friendships. 

But if we hit the pause button long enough between Genesis 2:23 
and Genesis 2:24, we may come to the unfathomable, impenetrable, 
transcendental mystery of Aristotle's “another self” in Christian male- 
female relations. Again, there is no question that genital intimacy 
between male and female emerges in the Garden of Eden story, but 
theologian David Carr in his book The Erotic Word: Sexuality and 
Spirituality and the Bible observes: 

This is not to suggest that we do or should sexualize all of our 
relationships, nor that all life should be seen through the lens of 
genital sexuality. Instead, this text's words about human earthiness, 
the divine breath in us, and human intimacy can encourage us 

to broaden our appreciation of the role of passion in human life 
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hole. This text can help us recognize the myriad ways in 


aw ; 
to various extents, 


which our relationships and longings in life are, 


already erotic.” 

Theologian Elaine Storkey wisely assesses the cultural atmosphere 
which results when we have a one-size-fits-all model for male-female 
relations: 7s 

Our sex-crazed culture suggests that any form of cross-sex intimacy 
must inevitably lead to the bedroom. And so a deep fear of sexuality 
is often projected which presents it as so engulfing that it will 
contaminate any relationships unless regulated firmly by marriage. 
Consequently, any unmarried woman who maintains close contact 
with a married man friend is seen as suspect, and possibly even 
promiscuous. These are anxieties expressed towards his wife, and 
about the trustworthiness of the husband. The unmarried friend 
can easily be seen as the ‘other woman, even when friendship is 
innocent of any kind of unfaithfulness. Equally doubtful are friend- 
ships between people married to different partners. The fear is 
always that the relationship could intensify and compete with the 
marriages. Therefore people are often advised that the safest thing 
is to maintain only superficial relationships with others outside of 
marriage, and look to one's partner for all the friendship needed. 

There are a growing number of Christians who agree with Storkey 
about the need to move on from a fear-based sexuality where men and 
women are uncomfortable or uneasy about Practicing a face-to-face, 
social intimacy—that is, not just Polite friendliness or neighborliness, 
but an intentionally seeking out the other for Prayer, support, food, play, 
and tontalilng. “Many Christians” comments Ruth Haley Barton on 
enn smal the ir dagen 
me : olic theologian Ronald Rolheiser writes, “Deep, 
intimate, chaste heterosexual friendship is no small achievement, but 

he says friendships that are deep are, “worth the risk and effort?2” 


CHAPTER 2 





ROMANTIC MYTH 
AND FRIENDSHIP 


“In so many ways our culture trains us to be unfit for friendship” 


Paul Wadell' 


If you were living in the Chicago area during the spring of 1988, you 
may recall the story of Wheaton College students Scott Swanson and 
Carolyn MacLean. On April 2, 1988, these two unmarried, mainstream 
evangelical college students from upper middle class families suddenly 
vanished in Chicago. Their BMW was found in an alley. Their parents 
were deeply concerned that something tragic had happened to them 
during one of their romantic evenings in Chicago. Their sudden 
disappearance launched a search involving three states. There was 
nowhere to turn in Chicago without seeing or hearing media coverage 
in the first week of April. Six weeks into their disappearance, a New York 
Times article stated, “Six weeks ago today 23-year-old Scott Swanson 
and 22-year-old Carolyn MacLean vanished in a case that has tortured 
their families and baffled the police here.” In June 1988, they were 
discovered living in San Diego. Carolyn, couching their motives with 
the language of romantic myth infused with Christian spirituality, said, 
“We're so in love and we wanted to get away from the adornment and 
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evelop our relationship together apart from 
different level than a lot of 
her to me. I would die for her 


the material world and d 
that” Scott said, “We feel like we're on a 


people. Carolyn’s my life, and me to her, 


and she would die for me." . 
a Totally absorbed in their own romantic world, they craved making a 


new world completely revolving around their selves to the extent they 
left everyone including their families in deep anguish searching for 
them for weeks. Laura Smit in her book, Loves Me, Loves Me Not, 
“Our culture generally elevates the romantic experience 








comments: 
of falling in love above religious commitment, teaching us that this 


emotional experience is both beyond our control and beyond all 
reproach”? Idealizing romantic passion as the unique, one-and-only, 
exclusive form of love between a man and woman has created a pervasive 
romantic myth in our contemporary world when it comes to male-female 
paired relationships. Kathy Werking, a pioneering scholar in cross-sex 
friendship notes: “Romantic relationships are celebrated as an ideal 
woman-man relationship in our society. The myths of our culture secure 
a special status for romantic heterosexual relationships since these 
myths idealize romantic love and promote the notion that the emotional 
well-being of men and women is dependent upon their involvement in 
a ‘successful’ romantic relationship”? 

Many people—Christian and non-Christian—wrestle with their 
self-esteem and self-worth if they are not participating in a romantic 
relationship. They find it utterly depressing to be excluded from such 
a relationship. Not surprisingly for Christians, they question God’s 
personal and intimate goodness towards them, their stories, their 
eumadied selves, their sexual selves, their desires, their hopes, and 
their creams, But, it doesn’t stop there. The romantic myth ironically 
undermines self-esteem and worth among those within romantic 
too. Conservative Christians reinforce this idealization 


when they portray romantic love as the total giving of self in this one 
male-female relationship. In the romantic 


are fused together in the ideology of roma 


relationships, 


myth, “Love and sexuality 
nce."* 


This is the fruit of romantic idealism, not romantic realism. The 
notion that one idealized relationship is the be-all, end-all for passion, 
intimacy, emotional commitment, friendship, happiness, fidelity, 
and depth, has a cluster of powerful myths supporting it within the 
evangelical community. 


Myths of Romantic Idealism 

Myth 1: “One flesh” satisfies our deepest yearnings for oneness. 

In a culture where romantic love is a multi-billion dollar business with 
no end in sight, it is a challenging but necessary calling for Christians to 
affirm that the “one flesh” of marriage holds deep meaning. But while 
affirming the passion, love, and fidelity of marriage, we must reject 

the notion that “one flesh” justifies a self-absorbed, romantic idealism. 
Romantic passion is not at stake here. Neither is exclusive sexual union. 
Such passion from time to time is right and good in marriage. Romantic 
idealism is something different. Mark Vernon picks up on this romantic 
idealism when he writes: “In today’s world, there is a myth of romantic 
love based upon two lovers becoming one flesh, a totalisation of life in 
the other, supremely enacted in sexual ecstasy which is symbolic of that 
union’ This “totalisation of life” in the evangelical sub-culture is zealously 
reinforced by well-meaning Christians when the notion of “leaving and 
cleaving” is interpreted through the lens of the modern romantic myth, 
making all other “unions,’ including friendship, peripheral. 

The Christianized version of the romantic myth exaggerates, idealizes, 
and isolates the path of dating or courtship to marriage as the only prize 
in paired male-female relationships under the justification of “one flesh” 
Embodied knowledge, relational depth, emotional closeness, physical 
tenderness, sensual warmth and play, vulnerability, trust, fidelity, 
commitment, union, spontaneity, understanding, giving the utmost— 
these dynamic nongenital relational qualities are romanticized and 
sexualized under the evangelical rhetoric of one flesh. Some Christians 
who see these dynamics in male-female pairs presume this “couple” 
must be on the path toward romantic and genital intimacy. 
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xuality have become synonyms. 
Heese rcles is that God has a particular 


man or woman God has 


Oneness aaa 
A powerful belief in some Christian ct 


soulmate for us. Our soulmate is the one 
designed for us, for our happiness, for our well-being here on earth. 


When we meet him or her for the first time, we will experience an 
instant connection. We marry that special someone and live happily 
ever after in true love with our soulmate. For these Christians the 
romantic myth is infused with finding and keeping our soulmate for 
life—a search that may equal religious devotion. Frank Tallis, author of 
the book, Love Sick: Love as a Mental Iliness, suggests, “Romanticism is 
the closest thing we have to a religious faith in a predominantly secular 
society. This is probably because love is frequently associated with 
intense experiences of rapture and ecstasy.” 

It is expected in Christian communities as well as in movies and 
popular culture that love-saturated men and women will pair off 
exclusively from the rest of their world, to pursue almost infinite 
emotional and mental intensity. They might not suddenly vanish like 
Scott and Carolyn did, but couples buy this myth in the Western culture 
because “everyone raves about it and they want to be sure they are not 
missing something important.” At its greatest peak, romantic love 
incessantly craves total emotional, intellectual, physical, and sexual 
union. The ideal romantic love, Helen Fisher reminds us, is “the craving 
for sexual gratification; and attachment—the feelings of calm, security, 
and union with a long-term partner’ In the myth, male-female 
relationships beyond the Marriage are seen as a threat to this idealized 
pairing. For some well-intentioned Christian communities, the fusion 
of one flesh with romantic myth has driven some to draw exclusive 
boundaries about oneness and marriage. 

zewln Young in his book, Romancing the Home: How to Have a 
Marriage that Sizzles, likens one flesh to a “private little castle”? in 
a chapter on “Why Marriages Fizzle” He believes that marriages are 
threatened “when a door or window to th 


; private little castle of marriage 
is left open, and family, friends, and neighbors are allowed to enter in”" 
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In the context, it appears Young is referring to the relational intimacy 
within this “private little castle” which ought to be off limits to anyone 
except professional help. He asserts, “Your marriage is a private castle 
that is sacred, sheltered, and secluded” Deep, sacred friendships 
(same-sex or cross-sex) of oneness entering into the “one flesh” of marriage 
are strongly discouraged by Young. Instead of seriously critiquing and 
engaging the romantic idealism, he seems to anoint the romantic myth 
using Christian language of one flesh to support it. 
~” ‘For centuries Christians have yearned for oneness, but they craved 
this communion through friendship, community, and sometimes, but 
not always, marriage. Before Sigmund Freud's impact on friendship, the 
language of desire was central in nonromantic relationships as well as 
in marriage. Although some contemporary Christians now distance 
themselves from such stark passion in friends, passionately desiring 
_ your friend’s presence was once a sign of flourishing friendship. 
\ Consider the depth of passion expressed between Christian friends 
prior to romantic idealism: 
L The Church father, St. Basil the Great to a close friend: “It is 
impossible for me to forget you even for the briefest moment— 
I would sooner forget myself” 


Paulinus to Severus: “We have one heart and soul together in the 
Lord” In another place, he states, “For we always loved each other 
so scrupulously that no affection could be added to our mutual 
love except the charity of Christ. 


Augustine reflecting on a friend: “I felt that his soul and mine had 
formed one soul in two bodies." 


Elmer (1128-37), a monk, to a friend: “I cannot tell you, my most 
beloved, with what sweetness, with what efficacy of spiritual 
desire, my mind embraces your soul in the intimacy of holy love, 
when it remembers gently your goodness." 
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iend, Bernard: “And so it is always something 


monk, to a fr 
Peter, a and to keep a honeyed sweetness 


eak with you, 
for us to sp sn vo ae 
1380-1444) eulogizing his friend, 
ly united to me and loved me with 
‘o me; in love he 


swee' 
between us in our love thi 
Franciscan Bernardino of Siena { 


Vincent: “He was always so close! 


all his soul. In religion he was an older brother t 


was another self"”” 
William Wirt, husband, lawyer, and Christian, to longtime friend 
Dabney Carr: “I long for your hand—I hunger for your face and 


voice.”® 


Emily Shore, writing in her diary in 1862 about her friend: “She 
was sitting up in bed, looking so sweet and lovely that I could not 
take my eyes off her’? 

This was the language of oneness in Christian friendship for centuries. 
Passages like Acts 4:32 shaped how Christian leaders viewed friendship: 
“Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and 
one soul, and no one claimed private ownership of any possessions, 
but everything was held in common” Ambrose, Bishop of Milan in 
the fourth century, extols union in friendship: “What is a friend, but 
a partner in love? You unite your innermost being to his, you join so 
thoroughly with him that your aim is to be no longer two, but one’™ 

Could it be that when strict exclusionary boundaries of the romantic 
myth are at the heart of Christian marriage, it becomes vulnerable to 
the failure of the perfect soulmate dream? Rarely does the intensity 
of the myth last—for many reasons. People change. Relationships do 
not remain the same. The joy of romantic idealism wears off. Passion 
wears off. There may be gnawing doubts that perhaps we married the 
MODE pete and are now stuck. It may happen that a powerful new 
ey oe oe about the marriage and the friendship 
(ee ae oF not tolerate a “loveless” (i.e., 
media urged South Carolina Go: aga 

vernor Mark Sanford to divorce his wife 


because he was passionately in love with Maria Belen Chapur. Bonnie 
Fuller counsels Sanford, “If you are truly and passionately in love with 
the Argentinean Maria, why ruin several lives by denying it. You're not 
doing your wife, Jenny, any favors by resigning yourself to a marriage 
that’s no longer working” Firmly embedded in the romantic myth is 
the belief that we can only be happy if we are “in love” with our ideal 
soulmate. David Matzko McCarthy correctly points out the inevitability 
that occurs in this narrative: “falling in love makes a relationship true””” 
This idealism sounds wonderful at the beginning, as McCarthy 
observes, but “marriage would have to be so heroic as to carry the weight 
of a total self, or the self would have to be shallow and one dimensional, 
so that it could be completely unveiled in a single relationship”= This 
myth is unhealthy, if not unsustainable over the course of time. “Intense 
romantic passion consumes enormous energy and time’* When it is 
not present, a spouse may yearn for excitement, adventure, and the 
“true” soulmate. Those caught up in the myth are susceptible to stress 
and disillusionment both before marriage (singles who feel they are 
desperately missing this idealized experience) and within marriage 
(spouses who are tempted to pursue greener pastures outside of marriage). 


Myth 2: One flesh satisfies our deepest yearnings for sexuality 

In the Western world, sex has not been the same since Freud. Whatever 
opinions we have about Freud, there is no disputing that he put sexual 
energy squarely in the center of relationality and behavior. Freud attributed 
many physical behaviors to underlying sexual drives. He genitalized 
affection, physical tenderness, gestures, and desires even between 
biological brothers and sisters. Freud genitalized all sensuality—not 
just foreplay. He genitalized emotional closeness and depth. 

Sexual formation in our post-Freudian culture is primarily about 
genital sex. Jean Kilbourne states that, “advertising and the popular 
culture define human connection almost entirely in terms of sex, thus 
overemphasizing the relative importance of sex in our lives (and marriages) 
and underemphasizing the other important things (friendship, loyalty, 
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1m 
, love of children, community): 

: ain Christian communities a positive sexuality has been sequestered 
n 


into either marriage or the idealized romantic relationship as a stepping 
stone to marriage. The result? By and large, the church seems a4 ae 
the same message as the sex-saturated media: romantic sexuality in all 
its fullness is sufficient for communion. We live in an age in which the 
romantic path towards sex is set apart both in the culture and in many 
Christian communities as the be-all and end-all of our earthly experience. 
As James Loder notes, “The great sex charade is the popular celebration 
in the media and in our society and culture at large of sexuality as the 
major indicator of intimacy between persons: While Christian tradition 
has certainly had a checkered past with its fear of sex, perhaps the 
pendulum has swung far into the romantic myth narrative when it 
comes to sexuality and communion. 

Consider the conversation currently taking place between the haves 
and the have-nots when it comes to sex: those who are married and 
those who are not. In their book, Singled Out, Christine Colén and 
Bonnie Field identify several key messages in popular Christian teaching: 
“Individuals are incomplete without marriage/sex; sex is a form of 
prayer; and sex is the primary means through which we experience the 
divine” They add, “Such messages that glorify sex certainly suggest that 
singles cannot know God as well as those who are married because we 
are not experiencing the shekinah glory in the marital bed and we are 
not sharing the image of God through procreation” They believe that 
“Christians complain about the world’s obsession with sex, but it seems 
like some churches have given in to the obsession.”* 

In the romantic myth on this side of Freud, then, many Christians 
believe “ man or a woman should only desire to be one with their 
: a ee we again encounter the romantic 
Christian communities don’t oe Synonyms—exclusively. Many 

a robust, 
and communion beyond the romantic coup! 
in communion with another, 


Positive view of sexuality 
le. What does it mean to be 
a8 men and women? In the romantic myth 


there is only one answer for all men and women. Romantic love and 
sexual union trumps all else when it comes to communion. 

Some naive Christians may be tempted to see good sex as full, complete 
intimacy given the church’s emphasis, while singles feel left out of 
God's unique blessings for them as sexual beings. Yet, as many pastoral 
caregivers can attest, there are couples who get divorced even though 
they believe they have a good sex life. There are couples who have sex 
even though they are experiencing major relational difficulties with 
each other. The sex in some Christian marriages may fall far short of 
accomplishing the idealized communion popular evangelical teaching 
says it will. 

Could it be that in so emphasizing a positive view of sexuality in 
the narrow context of romantic pairing, Christian communities have 
missed profound, embodied spiritual intimacy in other sacred unions— 
friendships? It is at this point that the language of communion, union, 
oneness, passion, and delight, drastically drops off the relational radar 
screen in our post-Freudian world. Loder suggests that, “The sex charade 
appears and thrives in church life as in the world because we do not 
know how nor do we have the theological nerve to investigate the 
depth of spiritual intimacy that we want in all of our leaders and fellow 
members in the koinonia’” 

Faith communities influenced by Freud's ideas are likely to be deeply 
suspicious of the formation of any male-female friendship pairing 
that does not have freedom for an appropriate romantic trajectory. 
The French philosopher Paul Ricoeur described Freud as a “master of 
suspicion. By Freudian default, desiring a close cross-sex friend is to be 
interpreted as having primal genital interest in that “friend” whether 
either person is cognizant of it or not. For Christians impacted by 
Freud, husbands and wives have no other outlet for richness in sexuality 
and relationality besides each other. How could there be? Any attraction 
towards another's beauty or physical affection or shared physical 
tenderness is latent with genital drives and must be wisely avoided. 

In Freud’s world, there can be no richness, beauty, order, depth, or 


ion between men and women in transmarital friendships, 
communio' 
because repressed sexual desire is present in all male-female closeness, 


All intimacy has been primarily eroticized, and therefore only the 


romantic relationship of “one flesh” is able to enter the wild depths of 


passionate communion. 
Joseph Epstein, in his book Friendship: An Expose, is among many 


who believe that if Freud's theories are taken seriously, they “would just 
about eliminate friendship altogether. Eroticizing everything, as is their 
wont, Freudians find that much close male friendship is at its core 
homoerotic, while the notion of male-female friends outside sexual 
interest is generally inconceivable to Freudians, who not so secretly 
believe that all men wish to do with women is jump their bones’”” 
Another contemporary author, Lisa Gee, a contemporary author who 
is critical of the Freudian legacy, comments on the genitalization in 
Freud's theories: “When Freud spoke of and wrote about sex, he wasn't 
only referring to acts tending towards copulation, or those which are 
what most of think of as consciously sexual ... anything physically (or 
mentally) pleasurable counts as sexual”?! 

Yet, the story of Christ must not allow Freud to have the final word 
on sexuality and friendship. Later, we shall see in greater detail how 
Jesus himself received physical pleasure from women in the context 
of friendships. There are more and more compelling stories in 
contemporary society of physically affectionate, flourishing cross-sex 
friendships with no romantic motivations, Lisa Gee explains: 

Although for lots of heterosexual male-female pairs, physical 
expressions of affection may function Primarily as a preliminary 
to sex ... many other people—brothers and sisters, parents and 
children, friends—are Physically affectionate without a hint of 
seer rede i = eine they kiss. We may put a 
sibs are. roan ends back, or offer a real 
cuddled to sleep sai es en WE aught have been stroked or 

‘ might still enjoy the same thing as adults.” 


Myth 3: One flesh satisfies our yearnings for deep friendship 

Friendship, like sex, has not been the same since Freud. In the post- 
Freud world, the romantic myth requires your spouse to be your best 
friend and requires that all other friendships be incidental. How could 
it be otherwise? Both secular and Christian thinkers see Freudian flaws 
embedded in the romantic myth. We interpret physical and emotional 
closeness in friendship through a Freudian lens, and therefore, whether 
we acknowledge it or not, make marriage the romantic male-female 
pairing the model for love. When emotional, spiritual, and physical 
depth of love is latent with erotic impulses and primal sexual drives, 
then the only deep relationship of love available to men and women 
with the conservative Christian view of sexuality is male-female 
romantic pairing. 

When Christian communities make Freud’s view of sexuality (even 
modified) and the romantic myth “compatible” with their biblical principles, 
the idealization of marriage becomes coherent with the rejection of 
intimate male-female friendship beyond marriage or outside of marriage: 
all the gestures, pleasures, emotions, and desires of nonromantic love 
are genitalized on this side of Freud. Although there is no question 
Freud's views have been modified through the years, both secular and 
Christian thinkers who embrace psychodynamic theory see sexual- 
ity as a powerful drive in male-female relationships. As Lisa McMinn 
comments: “Although Freud has been misunderstood and criticized for 
saying so, he saw sexual energy as the life force that motivates all human 
behavior” 

When conservative Christians adapt a modified Freudian view of 
sexuality and conflate the romantic myth with the meaning of one flesh, 
one wonders how Christian husbands and wives are able to pursue deep 
intimacy and become companions on the marital journey. Perhaps the 
greatest enemy of marriage when the notion of one flesh has been made 
synonymous with the romantic myth is the one flesh vision of marriage 
itself. When the romantic myth makes sex and romantic passion the 
end of marriage, it creates impossible standards. As Tallis notes, in 
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romantic idealism “we unwittingly expect love to deliver the kind of 


happiness that was associated with a direct eRe En of te numinous. 
in effect, we look to another human being to Bive life ee ad 
purpose. He observes that a core assumption in romantic idealism 
is that life is not satisfactory without our ideal soulmate. The popular 
culture feeds this illusion by wedding passionate sex and romantic 
relationships. Sex in the popular culture is all about passion and 
technique. We are over-saturated with advice in magazines and on 

the internet presenting advice on how to rev up sexual ecstasy. Lauren 
Winner in her book, Real Sex, wonders if, “We've defined sex as 
something unsustainable—bodice ripping, stupefying and nightly: 
One of the greatest vulnerabilities of the romantic myth is that it 
transforms ordinary people into extraordinary lovers for a period of 
time. Once the period of obsession wanes, one morning the spouses 
may wake up and come to the settled conclusion they are not “in love” 
anymore. 

Rodney Clapp believes Christians have to pursue something greater 
than romantic idealism in marriage. In an article entitled, “Why Christians 
Have Lousy Sex Lives,’ he suggests, “The important question for 
Christians, then, after five, ten, fifty years of marriage, is not, ‘Am I 
still in love with my spouse?’ The better question is, “Are we stronger, 
deeper, continuing Christian friends?”™ While it’s certainly debatable 
if that’s the question that needs to be asked, it does suggest that the 
idealized romantic relationship itself is not able to satisfy the yearnings 
for deep friendship. This is where the romantic myth begins to surge 
forward and actually undermine classic spiritual friendship between 
the man and woman in marriage. We will see in later chapters there 
have been many deep, mutually satisfying friendships in Church history 
wie lasted longer than many modern Christian marriages. Romantic 
idealism in our culture, even in the Christian sub-culture, has become 
the hehest ideal, and yet almost fifty per cent of marriages end in divorce. 

It's not surprising then, that for evangelicals caught up in the myth, 
nonromantic friendships is uninspiring and insignificant. This is the 


fruit of a post-Freud romantic culture in which gestures, winks, touches, 
kisses, caresses, massages, pleasure, delight, and beauty must be imbued 
with romantic energy, meaning, and importance. We have lost the 
spirituality of classical friendship as a calling in our life both before 
marriage, outside of marriage, and within marriage. Not all attraction 
is romanticized, not all beauty is romanticized, not all yearning for 
another is romanticized, not all physical pleasure is romanticized, and 
not all extraordinary closeness is romanticized. There is a “third way” 
of classical friendship—a way of spirituality and intimacy in which 
intimacy is not all about romance and genital expression. 

Here, classical Christianity calls us out to something much more than 
the “much more” embedded in romantic idealism. God, who is love, 
calls us all—singles, husbands, wives, widows, widowers, divorced— 
into a spirituality of love and friendship in marriage, beyond marriage, 
and outside of marriage. While God honors and blesses the marriage 
bed, God does not confine delight, goodness, passion, attraction, beauty, 
sensuality, spontaneity, or creativity to the boundaries of married love. 
Jesus himself embodied these realities as a single man. The spirituality 
of love and friendship in classical Christianity does not give us a stark 
contrast between great mystery of marital love and uninspiring platonic 
friendship outside of marriage. Both in the Bible and in tradition, the 
spirituality of friendship is presented as hungering for the good, the 
beautiful, and the true. “The shared time and space of friendship,’ writes 
Philip Rolnick, “holds the expectation of the good. The relational space 
of friendship is sacred, holy and virtually ecclesiological” He writes that 
it is possible and desirable for friendship to “go forward in pursuit of 
more truth, beauty, and goodness so that ever greater gifts of self can 
be given and received” (italics added).” What would happen in our 
marriages if both husband and wife hungered for the good, beautiful, 
and true in their marriage and beyond? 

In some Christian communities, desire for much more other than 
God is presented as lust for something else other than God himself. 
But Jesus himself tells us blessed are those who hunger and thirst for 
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to seek first the kingdom. Jesus himself 


ighteousness. Jesus urges US 
rig d knock as we seek God and his goodness, 


encourages us to ask, seek, ani 
The imagery in both the Old and New Testaments urges us to pursue 


the much more of God's good and beautiful generosity. “For the Lord 
your God is bringing you into a good land, a land with flowing streams, 
with springs and underground waters welling up in valleys and hills” 
(Deut. 8:7). In Psalm 36:7-8 we read, “How precious is your steadfast 
love, O God! All people may take refuge in the shadow of your wings. 
They feast on the abundance of your house, and you give them drink 
from the river of your delights” These images tap into a spirituality that 
hungers for much more in marriage and friendship. 

The Bible, though, also presents us with a “much more” that we are 
not to hunger after, beginning in the Garden of Eden. Even though 
Adam and Eve had abundant fruit in the Garden to feast on, the serpent 
tempts them with something more. In reality, Adam and Eve had so 
much in the Garden, and in communion with God who is good, who 
is beautiful, who is true: they had so much more to look forward to. 

Yet, they chose the “more” beyond God's feast for them. In Christian 
spirituality, the sexual intimacy between a husband and wife is presented 
as a fountain and a spring (Prov. 5:16). 

If it is possible in mutual delight, in mutual empowerment, in mutual 
desire to love each other distinctively in a Christian marriage, then a 
husband or wife might see a rich, meaningful, affectionate, and intimate 
love in cross-sex friendship as a gift from God and something morally 
a = arene the sake of their spouse, community, and the 

I. reminds us, the skill of mutual love is “the 


skill of being able to seek the good of another precisely because we have 
taken time to discover her as other and discern what respecting and 
responding to her ‘otherness’ Tequires’* This insight opens numerous 
peep ilites for spiritual friendship to bring out each other’s best in 
marriage, vocation, gifts, callings, and ministries. 

These redemptive possibilities alongside the emergence of meaningful 


cross-sex friendships in contemporary society reveal there is a much 


more for singles in the communion of friendship. In the myth, singles 
not in romantic relationships are shut out from the richness and the 
depth of oneness, both in sexuality and spirituality. Although God 
created marriage and sexuality as a relationship where wild, deep 
intimacy abides, spiritual friendships between Christians are a different 
kind of communion that is also wild, deeply passionate, intimate, and 
fiercely loyal. Passion, goodness, affection, yearning, play, intensity, 
trust, and commitment are all accessible in spiritual friendships. Kenda 
Creasy Dean suggests, “The once sharp distinctions between agape, 
philia, and eros—Greek terms often used to distinguish selfless love, 
friendship love, and romantic love—have been muted by scholarly 
scrutiny. All love endures the fortunes of another; all love makes the 
lover vulnerable; all love suffers the weak-kneed hope of love returned” 
There are friendships of sacred order in church history. They are the 
subject of our next chapter. 


CHAPTER 3 


SACRED ORDER 
AND FRIENDSHIP 


“Because of the complexity of the issue and individuals, 
God does not give us a formula or rule book, although many try to implement 
one, hoping for a guarantee. He asks us to develop a heart like his. 
Following a formula is the Pharisee way—not the Jesus way” 


Sue Edwards! 


In the middle of the night, Richard Loving and Mildred Jeter were 
summoned out of their bed and arrested by Sherriff R. Garnett Brooks. 
Their crime? They had exchanged wedding vows in Washington D.C. 
several weeks earlier in 1958. They loved each other and wanted to be 
married; he was a Caucasian while she was African American. Their 
home state of Virginia had a law against interracial marriage (as did 
fifteen other states at the time). The Virginia court system advocated 
“racial integrity” in personal relationships between men and women. 

It didn’t matter that Loving and Jeter loved each other and wanted to 
be married. 

For hundreds of years, interracial marriages held something in common 
with some popular perceptions of transmarital cross-sex friendships: 
they were socially inappropriate relationships deemed unbiblical and 
against the nature of the created order as the community understood it. 
Many Christian communities thought interracial marriages (and therefore 
dating) were reprehensible in the eyes of God, according to their reading 
of the Bible. Bob Jones University did not drop its ban on interracial 
dating until 2000. 


oo. Groundbreaking. Revolutionary. Against nature, 
&. These words shaped discussion on 
acted social order in communities 


Inappropriate. Tab 
Unconventional. Gossip. Ris 
interracial intimacy and therefore imp 
and personal relationships. But stories of interracial marriages among 


well-known Americans are shaping new relational and cultural maps, 
Both Barack Obama and Tiger Woods are offspring of interracial 
couples. This sense of racial inappropriateness in some personal 
relationships between two adults is not merely a Western Caucasian/ 
African American phenomenon. Interracial dating and marriage in 
many cultures challenge embedded cultural stereotypes in families, 
communities, and churches. 

Social order of gender and race has been viewed by many Christian 
communities as an unarguable part of divine design rooted within 
creation or curse. In 1840, an Indiana state senator speaking about 
banning interracial marriage said: 

There is no subject which, in the present state of times, calls more 
loudly for legislative interposition than the one before them. It is 
an infraction of the laws of the Almighty, for one moment to allow 
the pernicious doctrine of such amalgamation to have an abiding 
place in our government, or upon our State books, being marked, 
as they are, by the eternal and unchangeable laws of God, the one 
white and the other black. Your committee believes that any man 
or set of men, who would encourage, counsel, or abet in such 
unholy marriages as said bill prohibits, deserve the just animadversion 
of every Christian philanthropist and patriot, and should be 
} banished by several penalties imposed by legislative enactment 
Renee anid nara mn ee 
sett be feb eat eran aa . from social contact is as clear 
snditsnlbatic se ee : : ale may be os tepulsive as a 
“Gentlemen and ladies ... walkin ne as arene 
sich Seta ais: g arm in arm with blacks in the public 
ty! The insult to the people could not be resisted” In 
1942, an Ohio judge wrote: “The two A ; 
Taces are placed as wide apart by 
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hand of nature as white from black; and, to break down the barriers, 
fixed, as it were, by the Creator himself, in a political and social 
amalgamation, shocks us as something unnatural and wrongs 

Richard Loving and Mildred Jeter were not trying to launch a fresh 
civil rights movement when they married. In their biblical culture, 
what Richard and Mildred Loving wanted was understood to be against 
divine design and therefore utterly forbidden—a criminal act against 
the divine order for society and personal relationships. It is rare now for 
Christian institutions in America to forbid interracial dating or marriage. 
What seemed unnatural to the culture for generations is now accepted 
by many contemporary Christians as good. 

Cross-sex friendships similarly challenge firmly held notions about 
appropriateness in personal relationships within contemporary evangelicalism. 
Many Christians assume singular purposes of order when interpreting 
the creation story. Transmarital cross-sex friendship stories are forming 
in contemporary society sometimes in spite of conventional stereotypes 
concerning men and women in evangelical communities. These stories 
are too often marginalized and deemed insignificant, inappropriate, or 
unwise by many evangelical leaders and communities. | would suggest, 
however, that objections against deep nonromantic transmarital relation- 
ships are rooted more in the romantic myth than in the created order. 


Gender, Sexual Drive, and Order 

Many Christians believe that the story of the first man and woman, 

Adam and Eve, presents us with a divinely-imposed order for male-female 

relationships and family. Some evangelicals read the Genesis narrative 

as providing a literal, once-and-for-all template for gender order in 

Marriages, families, and communities. This sense of a prescription from 

God taken directly from the Genesis text has had far-reaching social 

ramifications for men and women. Author Leanne Payne reflects this 

kind of gendered order and its implications for women when she writes: 
Generally speaking, a woman, when happy to be herself, and not 
overly influenced by today’s feminism and political correctness, 


does not seek a cutting-edge public ministry. Rates her gender 
drive with its strong desires lead her to seek a loving esbang, 
children, and a home. Until fairly recent times, especially as a 
Christian, she valued the comparative “hiddenness” and needful 
protection that goes with such desires, pngeine home and 
hearth to be her special sphere of greatest joy, influence, and 
effectiveness.* 

This sounds more like the June Cleaver than the “model” woman 
described in Proverbs 31. Christians with longstanding, deep-seated 
beliefs like Payne’s about “gender drive” have particular views of ordered 
relationships and intimacy in society. This traditional view of normative 
gender roles in homes and churches pushes many people into stories of 
conventional conformity when it comes to women and gender issues. 
Shame and psychoanalysis came against anyone deviating from the 
norm. In the 1950's, for example, women were urged to stay at home 
rather than work outside the home: “Even in her own limited realm, 
if a wife asserted an independent opinion over simple family or even 
personal bodily decisions, psychomedical experts often stood ready, 
along with husbands and fathers, to block her way.” Yet today, such 
women are viewed as courageous and even heroic. 

Order and gender role have informed core family values in many 
communities. Martin Luther wrote, “A woman is not fully the master 
of herself. God fashioned her body so that she should be with a man, 
to have and rear children” In contrast to the husband who is the ruler 
of the house, “woman on the other hand, is like a nail driven into the 
wall”* Julie Ingersoll tells us in her book, Evangelical Christian Women: 
War Stories in the Gender Battles, how often women who feel called 
inte rane were “challenged as to why they were not home with their 
ae nme model, women are perceived as threatening 

y if they form and nurture a transmarital, paired 


cross gender friendship. Such actions would be unwise at best, and 
un-Christian” at worst. 


For many conservative believers, sexual drive towards the other sex 


is almost embraced as a nonnegotiable part of the created order. A 
number of Christians, like my former pastor (who told me | was playing 
with fire), believe men and women are hardwired for sex, as if that is 

the sole purpose for female-male relationality in Christ's kingdom and the 
world. It is “natural” and therefore predictable for men and women who 
enter into any kind of close relationship with each other to take it to 

the next and ultimate level—which would mean having sex. According 
to this interpretation, romantic and sexual coupling is in our genes as 
aman and a woman get close to one another, according to this 
interpretation. 

With irresistible force, nature takes over and overrides the best of 
intentions between the sexes with irresistible force. Conversation, then, 
about male-female relations before marriage or in addition to marriage 
immediately goes toward temptation, lust, avoidance, rules, and boundaries. 
The discussion quickly degenerates into finding a list of rules to stave off 
powerful sexual urges. This common approach, however, is in danger of 
reading into the divine order a narrow, Freudian view of human nature 
as well as the romantic myth. 

For centuries male-female friendship was a “natural” disorder according 
to philosophers. Men believed women were incapable of friendship. 
Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero all wrote treatises on the nature of friendship, 
and all three thought it was unnatural for women to participate in 
enduring, virtuous friendships. In the sixteenth century, Montaigne 
wrote that “the normal capacity of women is, in fact, unequal to the 
demands of that communion and intercourse on which the sacred bond 
[of friendship] is fed; their souls do not seem firm enough to bear the 
strain of so hard and lasting a tie’ One nineteenth-century novelist, 
Dinah Mulock Craik, comments on cross-sex friendships, “they are 
More rare to find, and not happiest always, when found; because in 
some degree they are contrary to nature.” 

Fear of women, sexuality, and disorder between men and women 
in church history is well documented. Church fathers praised virgins, 
but according to Jane Tibbetts Schulenburg, they also saw the “female 
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weak, and in general, as participating in the carnal, 


re as fragile, : 
pe 3 ritual world”? In some 


al, and thus incompatible with the spi 


as SeXU: : 
een as dangerous and a sign 


communities cross-sex friendships were s' 
of social disorder. Caesarius of Arles for example, ordained as a Catholic 


bishop in 502 feared women and disorder in close friendships, including 
cross-sex relationships. He warned the people under his spiritual care 
that a man and a woman should not, “be allowed to speak together 
alone for more than a moment."* He predicted disastrous consequences 
for close cross-sex relationships: “Know most certainly that a woman 
who does not avoid a familiar relationship with men will rapidly destroy 
either herself or the other” According to Gregory the Great, “men 
should love women as if they were sisters, but they must also flee from 
them as if they were one's enemies”® Theologian Jean Gerson (1363- 
1429) cautioned, “for even the most deeply religious men, no matter 
how great their sanctity, a common life and familiarity with women 
are not safe." 

It would be naive if we assumed that the idea of intimacy leading to 
physical sex was considered problematic only between friends. The sex 
drive impacted all male-female relationships including brothers and 
sisters in some communities. Augustine would not allow his widowed 
sister to stay with him in the same house.” During the medieval period 
there were fears of priests impregnating their own sisters. Schulenburg 
reports that between the fifth and the ninth centuries, some faith 
COMERS began segregating brothers and sisters. They were not to 
oo a ee and eventually, no female could live in the same 

ether he was her brother, father, or close relative. 


Male-Female Intimacy and Nonromantic Order 


Do 3 e 
es the “true nature” of close male-female intimacy inherently lead to 


? 
re Are men and women hardwired to fall into “something else?” Lisa 
ee grounds her secular argument for intimate, nonromantic paired 
friendships between men and women in the hist 


orical and present reality 
of close, affectionate brother-sister Pairs. Although some contemporary 


Chapter 3: Sacred Order and Friendship 


feminists tend to steer away from this family relationship metaphor, Gee 
believes it is the best model for passionate but equal friendships between 
men and women. She observes, “Brothers and sisters and opposite-sex 
friends develop, sustain and importantly—enjoy, extraordinarily deep, 
intimate relationships, rich in unfettered communication, relaxation 
and laughter.’ Contemporary Christians rarely balk at or are suspicious 
of close, biological adult brother-sister relationships. Indeed, many 
don’t think twice about a brother and sister spending time alone with 
each other, living alone with each other, or sharing physical affection. 
This has not always been the case. 

From a Christian perspective, the complex brother-sister bond as a 
nonromantic model for male-female friendships holds great power and 
promise. Throughout antiquity, writes Reider Aasgaard, these relationships 
were characterized by “strong and positive emotions towards one 
another’ In many cultures, spanning thousands of years, adult brothers 
and sisters have loved each other deeply, passionately, and fiercely with 
no sex between them. 

While there were medieval Christian communities which segregated 
brothers and sisters for fear of sexual intercourse, there were also 
monastic communities where brothers and sisters were permitted to 
enjoy their familial bonds without fear. Many sisters for example, helped 
their brothers establish monasteries. Schulenburg lists numerous dyadic 
relationships responsible for establishing monasteries during this time. 
There were brother-sister teams who traveled together alone on missionary 
journeys. These pairs expressed sweet affection towards each other. 
One leader frequently expressed his closeness to his sister: “He calls 
her, ‘dearly beloved sister’ ‘sister whom I love, ‘my comfort and solace, 
‘shelter in Christ ... security! as well as the ‘better part of our body: 
Schulenburg notes that in one tradition, a number of narratives 
“emphasize the special devotion and profound love between saintly 
brothers and sisters”? 

At the one end of the spectrum, then, were faith communities 
enforcing strict boundaries between brothers and sisters for fear of 


Sacred Unions, Sacred Passions 


incest. At the other end were communities in which brother-sister 
incest. 


pairs were able to freely love each other without fear or ms e. Perhaps 
the juxtaposition of these opposite reactions does provide - complex 
background for passionate nonromantic male-female persed As 
we saw in chapter two, Freud introduced a “natural eroticism” into all 
relationships but he maintained that it started in the home— including 
between brothers and sisters.” Ernest Jones, Freud’s biographer and 
disciple, suggested that, “The characteristics of the father-daughter 
complex are also found ina similar one, the brother-sister complex."* 
Incest between brothers and sisters does happen, but it is the result of 
disorder, not of the natural order of the relationship. Gee suggests that, 
“Many brothers and sisters have deep, close relationships, very few ever 
have sex."5 

Gee asks, “Why have we embraced a view of human nature which, 
at its most dumbed-down, figures us as a semi-repressed sex drive on 
legs?” Is this the predominant story of sexual formation Christians 
want to tell in the twenty-first century? What stories of sexual formation 
are we telling people in our communities? In my thirty years of attending 
churches I have heard two narratives in Christian communities: 1) the 
marital/romantic story, and 2) the danger story. Both stories of course, 
involve an introduction, a plot, and a climax towards the same thing: 
sex. Freud no doubt, would heartily endorse these two stories. But are 
we to settle for only Freudian sexual formation in our faith communities? 
As Protestants, we have to ask ourselves, why do we reduce deep, male- 
female intimacy in our communities to the great Freudian “sex charade?” 
Ifthe cure is going to present an alternative, eschatological 
community of brothers and sisters bonded together as one in Christ, 


oemaiion and friendship must suggest that Christian sexuality has 
multiple paths for men and women. 


Where are the tedemptive stories of nonromantic, 


between men and women in our evangelical cultu 
complex depth of the brother- 
help us see that the deep, 


intimate relationships 
re? Perhaps the 

sister metaphor in the Christian story can 
nonsexual male-female intimacy is a powerful 
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third way between the two stories of romance and danger: “Whoever 
does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother” (Mark 3:35). 

This metaphor suggests a different kind of nearness with the other 
sex-—a nonromantic nearness. The relationship transcends sexual relations. 
Adult brothers and sisters may or may not end up living with each 
other, but their childhood experience under the same roof forges a 
different closeness with the other sex than romantic/sexual nearness. 
This is not necessarily an idealized nearness. It is a closeness that is 
vulnerable to all the potential and real complexities and difficulties of 
living in the same house: rivalry, jealousy, violence, ambivalence, and 
so on. This nearness of siblings does not produce an instantaneous 
or automatic positive devotion or bond with the other gender. It is a 
relational process of deepening trust and closeness. But brother-sister 
bonds throughout the centuries have produced deep loyalty, affection, 
and solid trust. Lisa Gee comments, “The intensity of love, the strength 
of the connection between brother and sister, can be equal to that 
between husband and wife, but ... it is of a fundamentally different 
nature. The one need not preclude or even impede the other’” 

The brother-sister relationship suggests a wide and deep emotional 
range for adult men and women. In many ancient cultures including 
Jesus’ own, “the strongest ties were between brothers and sisters, not 
between husbands and wives.” It was not a given in Christ's time, that 
husbands and wives would be “romantic friends” as our culture expects. 
In fact, even after marriage, “Brothers remain their sister's primary 
source of ‘companionship, advice, help, and defense” It was not uncommon 
for brother-sister relationships to have what we would consider to be 
a “romantic quality” about them even after one of them married.” 
Brothers and sisters were life-long companions, affectionate, with strong 
devotion to one another. Even in some contemporary cultures this 
strong tie between a brother-sister dyad is the norm. In the Trobriand 
Islands near Papua, New Guinea, “the most important woman ina 
man’s life is his sister rather than his wife; and the most important man 
ina woman's life is her brother rather than her husband.” 
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ing the relational depth between brothers and sisters in 


tand 
Undersae e of the lover in the Song 


the ancient world, we have a better glimps' 
of Songs: “You have ravished my heart, my ca my nade you have 
ravished my heart with a glance of your eyes, with one jewel of your 
necklace” (Song of Songs 4:9). By using the language of siblings, the 
Song of Songs is highlighting the exceptional intimacy and bond 
between these two lovers. Christian marriage should be the passionate 
union of brothers and sisters in Christ. 

In healthy families, brothers and sisters grow in their knowledge of 
one another understanding that this relationship is sex-free. They do, 
however, have the opportunity to learn depths of nonsexual physical 
intimacy between the sexes: hugs, kisses, embraces, massages, playful 
tickling, and so on. Here is where it is possible to learn nonromantic 
touch and play with the other sex that shapes our view of intimacy. 
Lilian Calles Barger notes, “The abandoned disclosure of intimacy 
requires both emotional and bodily trust that what I place in your 
hands will not be refused but will be cared for, cherished, and valued” 

In the New Testament the brother-sister metaphor is another term 
for the sacred, deep, nonromantic nearness between men and women 
in the kingdom of God. The brother-sister metaphor also anticipates 
the embodied nearness between men and women for all eternity—and 
Suggests we can experience some of that depth as we live between the 
already and the not yet. Alasdair MacIntyre writes, “I can only answer 
the question, ‘What am I to do?’ if I can answer the prior question ‘Of 
what story or stories do I find myself a part?” In the new heavens and 
ema nes significant will change in marriage. “For in 
leche Y either marry nor are given in marriage, but are 

gels in heaven” (Matt.22:30). 
Cea 
of spiritual maturity. Christians ae Saw virginity as the highest state 
‘0 not agree about what this saying 


of Jes i 
Jesus means for men and women either in the age to come or for 


male-female relationships today. It does seem, however, to suggest that 
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the powerful human mystery of embodied love will be present in some 
way that is not lessened between men and women. In contemporary 
language, Jesus is saying that our sexual scripts for paired relationships 
in the new heavens and earth will look different from the Present sexual 
scripts. Laura Smit muses: “But in the next life, our capacity for love will 
be much greater and will grow throughout eternity. We simply do not 
know how this love will be expressed, though it will certainly be something 
that will make our current experiences of sexual intimacy seem pale and 
uninteresting”? 


A Third Way of Sexual Formation in Male-Female Intimacy 

The stories of Jesus and women are open to rich, diverse, positively 
constructed thinking about female-male relationality, boundaries, and 
friendship in the new creation. Despite the fact that some Christian 
communities have strongly objected to both same-sex and cross-sex 
friendships in order to avoid any hint of sexual immorality, others 
throughout the centuries have nurtured stories of nonromantic intimacy 
between men and women. In fact, while some enforced strict boundaries 
between men and women, other Christian men and women were 
empowered by Jesus’ friendships with women to intentionally pursue 
close, paired female-male friendships. Their stories offer a compelling 
case for the rich relational depth between men and women. Unsurprisingly, 
these opposite approaches to cross-sex friendships also parallel how 
communities addressed brother-sister relationships. 

Many in the evangelical sub-culture are virtually unaware of the deep 
friendships that have existed between men and women in the church. 
As a result, evangelicals have no place for stories beyond the romantic 
and danger narratives. Well-meaning Christians tend to use this silence 
to argue the wisdom of marginalizing paired cross-sex friendships for 
the protection of marriages. Thus, many in our contemporary churches 
do not know a powerful third way exists. 

Any notion of the historical rarity of male-female friendship cannot 
be isolated from the larger narrative of a patriarchal Christianity. For 
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the sake of the greater good of the kingdom, it is worth reconsidering 
that infrequency in light of the larger backdrop. mendes ardrrand fear 
of women are pervasive in the patriarchal paradigm, and that includes 
male-female friendship. Jane Tibbets Schulenberg in her book Forgetfi 
of Their Sex comments: eo ; 
Scholars have traditionally perceived “real” or “true” friendship 
as a singularly male experience. With few exceptions the myths 
about devoted friends, societal models of friendship, or treatises 
on friendship have been about men and for men. ...In their studies, 
historians, anthropologists, sociologists, philosophers and others 
have either failed to observe female friendships and cross-sex 
friendships, or have treated them as merely a peripheral part of 
the social system. Scholars have generally seen women as totally 
subsumed by their families and with little need or time for the 
cultivation of external bonds or friendship.* 

Contrary to this emphasis, however, there is an impressive array of 
tich, close, cross-sex friendship stories, in spite of the many predictable 
social and religious barriers that have thwarted such social pairings. The 
complex ambivalence about men and women in spiritual friendships 
can be seen throughout church history in the juxtaposition of misogynist, 
Sex-segregated attitudes with fully developed intimate male-female 
relationships. With respect to friendships, boundaries between Christian 
Sexuality and spirituality shifted within communities as well as between 
them. 

Pachnenice aay - me the monastic tradition women 
af cccseiyiad ana me ics, mod women often found a sphere 
unavailable to them Stee, os nies, sean 
thethatisvallesiiaa «- ns . also bears witness to the fact that 
friendships whether Sao ra : oe male and female spiritual 

as individuals or as a group did or did not 
escape the denunciations flung at them” Schul 
that the “bonds of friendshi Crulenburg also observes 

sup seem to have played an extraordinarily 
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significant role in the lives of medieval women and men’ In some 
communities during the Middle Ages, deep, affectionate cross-sex 
relationships flourished. In more gender-inclusive communities, strong 
friendships could easily deepen given the close physical and spiritual 
proximity between men and women. Several of these narratives are 
well-known in Christian spirituality, especially in the Catholic tradition. 

Jodi Bilinkoff argues that this third way of navigating intimacy, which 
avoids the extremes of sex-segregation and sexual relationships, was a 
powerful Catholic apologetic for converting women and encouraging 
them to stay in the community during the intense division with Protestants 
after the Reformation. This proved effective in the era when Catholic 
communities (as well as Protestant's) accused priests of preying upon 
women sexually. She observes, “Given this pervasive cultural stereotype, 
one might think that these descriptions of intense male-female relationships 
and the use of highly affective language would only fan the flames’”” 
And they did. It was not that the fiery gossip had no substance to it— 
there were instances of seduction by priests. However, there were also 
priests who formed chaste, passionate friendships with women (including 
married women), and the written accounts of these would be passed on 
to other women who faced choices between a Catholic community and 
or a Protestant one. What made these friendships even more complex 
and unusual given the climate of patriarchal fear, the priests believed 
these women had direct access to God in a way they did not. 

The Reformers rejected the practice of confession between priest 
and people. But as Bilinkoff reports, confession with a spiritual director 
opened the door to spiritual intimacy, a nonromantic nearness between 
the sexes. She shows Catholic confession during this time allowed 
women to be known, heard, respected, and intimately loved by men. 
Some of these women had a relational authority with these priests 
(because of the priest's assumption they had direct access to God) 
thereby creating an informal but nevertheless real authority in leadership. 
This was also in a period when husbands may or may not have offered 
relational intimacy to their wives—including sex, and in other Catholic 
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where priests feared any kind of closeness with nuns. 
friendships between priests and women became 
ring this religious civil war which emphasized 
and fear of any kind of nearness between 

d spiritual direction, Bilinkoff 


communities 
Written stories of deep 
a Catholic apologetic du 
fear of women, fear of sex, 
sexes. In the context of confession an 
notes that this “offered something that may have been quite rare for 


women in premodern society: sustained and serious conversation with 
a member of the opposite sex."* Given the fact that in some communities, 
even biological brothers and sisters were segregated, confession would 
offer the opportunity to form relationships between men which were 
not possible anywhere else in the family or neighborhood. 


Fortunatus, St. Radegunde, and Agnes 
Fortunatus was a monk in the sixth century who had two close 
women friends. He took up residence at a monastery and formed a 
close friendship with a woman, St. Radegunde, who was the founder 
and the spiritual leader in that community. While there, he also met 
Agnes, and a deep friendship ensued between them. Their closeness 
raised suspicions among others in the community, and Fortunatus 
assured Agnes that he had the same depth of feeling for her and no 
more than he had for his own sister. But he didn’t back away from 
owning that it was nonetheless a passionate love. He wrote to Agnes: 
You, who, because of your dignity, are a mother to me and {who] 
are my sister by the privilege of friendship, you to whom 1 pay 
pomage involving {all] my heart, faith and piety, whom I love with 
divine, entirely, spiritual affection, devoid of the guilty complicity 
of the flesh and senses, I call to witness Christ, the Apostles Peter 
and Paul, Saint Mary and her pious companions that I have looked 
s va with Biss other eye and with any other sentiment than if you 
Sane iin terah had mother Radegunde had carried 
anks, and if her holy breasts had nourished 
- with her milk. I fear, alas! For | see danger in it, that the least 
insinuations of evil tongues repress the demo i : ine 
nstration of my feelings. 


However, I am resolved to live with you as I have done up to now, 
if you are willing to continue our friendship.” 

He wrote poems to both Radegunde and Agnes, calling Radegunde, 
“mother” and Agnes, “sister.” Their passionate friendships flourished in 
this community until Radegunde died. At one point, there was serious 
conversation between the three of them about being buried in a single 
tomb together. 

According to Alan Bray, in his book The Friend, male friends were 
buried together in tomb monuments clearly on what was church property. 
He reflects on the significance of male friendship and joint monuments 
during this period. Are we surprised, as Christians, to find out there 
were men and women friends who were buried together in tombs 
with joint monuments on what was clearly church property? Herbert 
Vaughn, a Catholic priest, and Lady Herbert of Lea formed a long-term 
intimate friendship, and asked to be buried side-by-side.” These were 
friendships, not marriages. But they were not casual relationships either. 

St. Radegunde, in fact, was by no means the “weaker sex” or promiscuous 
when it came to relating to men. She sought out and maintained 
relationships with other men, including several bishops. She had a 
close bond with St. Junien, the founder of a monastery in Maire. They 
exchanged gifts and prayers. She was a leader who took initiative in 
establishing a monastery and overseeing it. When St. Radegunde was 
dying, she sent a messenger to Junien in order to see him before she 
died. Meanwhile, Junien had sent his messenger to St. Radegunde with 
a similar message. These messengers met somewhere in the middle of 
their intended journey, and they both carried messages to inform close 
friends that the other was dying. St. Radegunde and Junien died on the 
same day, August 13, 587." 


St. Hathumoda and Agius 

Although we don’t know many of the details of medieval friendship 
between Hathumoda and Agius, we do have a record of Agius’ words to 
those who gathered for Hathumoda’s burial. 
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Believe me, you are not alone in this grief, I too am oppressed by 
it, [too am suffering, and I cannot sufficiently express to you how 
much Lalso have lost in her. You know full well how great was her 
love for me, and how she cherished me while she lived. You know 
how anxious she was to see me when she fell ill, with what gladness 
she received me, and how she spoke to me on her deathbed. The 
words she spoke at the last were truly elevating, and ever and anon 


she uttered my name.” 


Queen St. Margaret of Scotland and Turgot 
While Queen St. Margaret of Scotland (1046-93) was married to King 
Malcom III, she had a close friendship with her confessor, Turgot, 
bishop of St. Andrew. It is illuminating to learn that Christian leaders 
like Turgot formed friendships with women and inspired others to do 
the same. While some bishops urged high boundaries when it came to 
cross-sex friendships, other leaders like Turgot did not fear “the wind 
of temptation”® and practiced close friendships with women. In the 
eleventh century, for example, Bishop Azecho of Worms wrote a 
Pastoral letter to the men and women under his spiritual care advocating 
warm, close, spiritual friendships between the sexes. He envisioned 
men and women who formed close friendships as brothers and sisters 
who were “cohabiting in God”# 

Turgot and Margaret enjoyed one of the clearest examples of an 
neta transmarital friendship in the Middle Ages. Margaret married 
King Malcom III in 1070, and by all historical accounts they had a 


til and successful marriage. They had six sons and two daughters. 

iiss Bit mariage of twenty-three years, Queen Margaret formed a 
close spéritnal friendship with Turgot. After Margaret died, her children 
commissioned him, her confessor and com, 


panion, to write her biography. 
In ati aay ‘al Scotland, a deep, spiritual, transmarital intimacy 
and a happy Christian marriage were not mutually exclusive. 
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evangelical pastors and believers who see ministry and relationships in 
the model of the modern business/professional and sexual segregation 
paradigm. But even more stunning than a Christian leader seeking 
intimate friendships with those under his immediate oversight is a male 
leader seeking intimate friendship with a woman—a married woman. 
In his biography Turgot highlighted the Queen's love for books and its 
role in their friendship: “She had in fact great religious greed for holy 
volumes, and her intimate friendship and friendly intimacy with me 
compelled me to exert myself very much in procuring them for her” 

In another place he mentioned that Margaret bared the secrets of her 
heart to him in their ongoing friendship. He was with her for several 
days while she on the verge of death. She entrusted her youngest children 
to him as she received word shortly before she died that her husband 
had been killed just days earlier. Turgot gives a moving account of the 
mutual affection between Margaret and himself in the last hours of 

her life on earth. It is a story of two sacred unions: husband and wife, 
and wife and her close male friend. In her last hours, Turgot reports that 
Margaret began “to relate her life to me in order; and to pour out river 
of tears at every word ... while she wept, I wept also.“ 


Francis de Sales and Jane de Chantal 

The term “friendship” doesn't even begin to adequately describe the 
fullness and depth of the relationship between Francis de Sales, the 
bishop of Geneva (1567-1622) and Jane de Chantal (1572-1641). If their 
friendship were the only cross-sex relationship from Christ up to the 
present day, it would unequivocally resolve the question, “Can men and 
women pursuing holiness enjoy close friendship with one another?” The 
eighteen-year friendship between Francis and Jane is probably the best 
known male-female friendship in Catholic spirituality even while their 
Paired intimacy remains largely unknown among contemporary evan- 
gelicals. As Wendy Wright notes, “Between the years of 1604 and 1622 
Francis de Sales and Jane de Chantal shared ina spiritual friendship of 
intense and mutual creativity?” 
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be an injustice to their relationship to either romanticize it 


It would d celibacy. A vowed celibate 


ize i is lived a life of vowe 
ana pee toa pure inner life, and to Slenienng any lust 
in his/her imagination. Francis was not merely a single ai A single 
person is someone who is unmarried but is open to pursuing a pana: 
path if he/she is sexually attracted to a member of ike other sia Francis 
vowed never to pursue that path. Although some think celibacy must 
entail hatred of sex and fear of women, Kathleen Norris sees deep 
cross-sex friendships as a path of intimacy practiced by “people who 
are fully aware of themselves as sexual beings but who express their 
sexuality in a celibate way: 

Francis was a young bishop and Jane, a young widowed mother when 
they met in August of 1604. She was searching for a spiritual director. 
From their first encounter, they had a mutual sense that God had 
brought them together. Francis exercised caution in his writing on 
friendships. For him, friendships were the most dangerous of loves. It 
is striking to note given the fact that he was influenced by what was 
happening during this time: that while he had a number of friends 
including women, he never entered into any close relationship with 
a Protestant. Initially, after he met Jane, Wendy Wright suggests, he 
distanced himself emotionally and spiritually from Jane.” More than 
six weeks later, though, he would write to her, “God, it seems to me, 
has given me to you; 1am more sure of it every hour’® 

Sometimes trust in relationships takes time to form and cultivate. At 
other times, when individuals have a sense that it is of God, trust and 
bonding develop more rapidly. One of my cross-sex friendships began 
anevarnied ord discussing theology. The first time my friend 
When I spoke i her, on - Phone and gave her a warm greeting. 
fib av ue Cali os : brief conversation and then I prayed 
dic hadine 7 s0e met her through my prayer for her in a way 
ee obeciet she had a strong sense that God was working 

ou uti ep einen es 

Ply ingrained traditional concerns about the dangers 
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ofa celibate man and woman experiencing deep intimacy, Francis and 
Jane formed a passionate and deep friendship. Their passionate love 
for each other grew as they supported each other in their respective 
callings in God's kingdom. Francis wrote to her in October 1604, “This 
feeling I have for you has a certain particularity that consoles me no 
end, and to tell the truth, it is extremely profitable to me”! 

Their friendship, like Jesus’ friendship with women, can inspire us to 
not turn our backs on the compelling mystery and depth of male-female 
nonromantic closeness within the church and society. In observing 
their profound mutuality, Carole Hallundbaek writes: 

What is unique in the correspondence of Francis de Sales and 
Jane de Chantal is the degree of freedom of expression they enjoy 
with regard to the affection they feel for each other's person and 
journey. In this day of correct, even sterile, behavior between 
colleagues (especially in the church) in an increasingly litigious 
society, it is wonderful and refreshing to find two people who can 
express their love and affection for each other with such openness 
and freedom...” 

Such freedom between friends, and most particularly between 
members of the family of God, should not be exceptional; if anything, 
it is essential. “Mutuality is the source and the gift. It is at the heart of 
creation, of life coming into being and giving back, again and again”"* 

Francis as a man and Jane as a woman communicated the language 
of love for each other in friendship. Henri Nouwen observed, “There 
was no holding back, no careful distance, no concern about possible 
misinterpretations, no fear for too much too soon. To the contrary, 
there is constant encouragement to be open, direct and spontaneous."* 
Their story is a positive example of spiritual friendship before the 
Freudian age when men and women both could express the language 
of emotional depth in their friendships without suspicion of sexual 
advances. It also reveals a language of closeness free from a culture 
of romanticism. 

The friendship between Francis and Jane happened in a patriarchal 


era in which men were believed to be rational and women emotional, in 
which women were traditionally viewed as dangerous. Sex sae One of 
the most dangerous things in the world to a soul Newed "0 celibacy, Yet 
they loved each other and were confident of RoninynicaHEs a different 
kind of deep love for each other. “I am inseparable, isiad Francis, “from 
your heart and, speaking with the words of the Holy Splat we asa 
have only one heart and one soul, because I find that what is said of all 
the Christians of the early Church is, thanks to God, now true of us." 

Their language of love as friends is not an isolated incident. Resisting 
stereotypes at many levels, male and female friends in the Christian 
community before Freud mutually expressed their love for each other 
while remaining chaste in their relationships. Saint Ecgburg in a letter 
to her close friend, Saint Boniface, wrote, “As I acknowledge the bonds 
of your affection for me, my very inmost soul is filled with a sweetness 
as of honey: In her letters to him she yearns for him. She asks him for 
a small token or some of his writings, “so that in them I shall always 
have your presence” Her letters to him tell him how much “she loved 
and needed him." In a context of people hungering for relationships 
that are characterized by God's passionate love, Dan Allender, founder 
of Mars Hill Graduate School, writes in his book, Leading With A Limp: 
“Imagine saying this to someone who is your friend: ‘I miss you when 
we're apart. I'm so delighted when we're together.» 

The language of love Francis shared with Jane was common in many 
Cross-sex spiritual friendships in the Christian world before Freud and 
She rare is: a the conventional perceived threat 
Francis leet: ae ie Pale ay oomeiey kien se 
soul. As you became cers eee : serait ak aad 

; ind more open with me, 
obligation arose for My soul to love yours more and 
as though Francis or Jane were naive about the sedu 


a marvelous 
more.” It is not 
ctive power of 


between a man and woman in other communities influenced by patriarchal 
views. Yet over three hundred years later, Henri Nouwen has said their 
friendship model is “crucial for our own spiritual survival’ as Christian 
men and women living in the contemporary world. 

These stories from the history of the church offer us something beyond 
the two extremes (the romantic and the danger stories) presented in 
many churches when it comes to male-female intimacy and rightly 
ordered relationships. They suggest there is something much more 
for men and women than segregation practiced by many Christian 
communities. Quite clearly, there are Christian men and women who 
have drunk deeply from the well of nonromantic, chaste, passionate 
friendship. They are not narratives of sexual promiscuity or sexual 
anxiety over language, behavior, or emotional depth. They do not 
present us men and women “caving in” or succumbing to irresistible 
impulses in their passionate love, nor do they convey calculated 
distance between men and women as friends. Their long-term, 
spiritual and emotional intensity surprises those of us unacquainted 
with these relationships. Such intensity in transmarital friendships 
is centered in passionate love with a commitment to the fidelity of 
marriage and friendship. These friendships are a different kind of 
sacred union, and they show us a third way of ordered relational love 
in the twenty-first century. 


CHAPTER 4 


SACRED UNIONS 
AND FRIENDSHIP 


“That they may all be one” 


Jesus Christ 


There is a rich relational and theological concept making a comeback in 
Protestant circles, It has significant import for spirituality and interpersonal 
telationships—including marriage. What is it? Union. Robert E. Webber 
writes: “I don’t doubt that for many spirituality as union with God is a 
new insight. And that is because union with God has become lost in the 
twentieth century”! Kevin Vanhoozer speaks of this union: “Christians 
share a common Spirit—a Spirit whose work is precisely to foster union 
and communion, to make one”? Scot McKnight suggests: 
Nothing in the Bible makes sense if one does not begin with the 
garden of Eden as a life of oneness— human beings in union with 
God and in communion with the self, with one another, and with 
the world around them. Life is about ‘oneness’—oneness with God, 
with ourselves, with others, and with the world. When this oneness 
is lived out, God is glorified and humans delight in that glory. 
Contemporary Christian thinkers are beginning a new conversation 
about what eschatological union can look like in the here-and-now. 
Christians readily acknowledge the sacredness of marital union. In most 
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4: ac “anion” or “oneness” between a man 
conservative communities “union or ‘one ana 


woman is almost always reserved for romantic or married couples. In 
the conservative scheme, male-female “unions” are romantic relationships, 
‘As we saw in previous chapters, there is a rich stream in other faith 
traditions regarding a different kind of union—a “two-in-one” intimacy 
in spiritual friendship reflecting the deep inner love of the Trinity. It is 
this eschatological union we are moving toward—our identity as one 
just as the Father and Son are one. While the union of spiritual friendship 
should not be restricted to marriage, it is all too often neglected even 
within marriage. 

What do evangelical theologians mean when they state that life is 
about oneness? How do we as a church embrace a positive, constructive, 
authentic view of sexuality between all men and women in marriage 
and beyond marriage knowing that “when oneness is lived out, God is 
glorified and humans delight in that glory?” If McKnight’s perspective is 
solid, shouldn't all Christian men and women desire, indeed, passionately 
desire oneness in their relationships? Shouldn't we desire oneness with 
the other sex beyond our spouse? Are singles called to desire oneness 
with members of the other sex in the kingdom? What, then, does communion 
between men and women look like in the kingdom of God? These 
questions take us deep into oneness, marriage, friendship, and community. 


Rethinking Male-Female Oneness in the New Creation 

In God's story, something dramatic happened in the incarnation, life, 

suffering, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ: 
“All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, 
and has given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ 
God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their 
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Christians, Paul Wadell reminds us, “believe the life of Jesus, and 
especially his death and resurrection, permanently changed the world” 
He adds that the infant church believed that Jesus inaugurated “a new 
age with new possibilities” Moreover, “Jesus’ whole life showed that 
people do not have to be governed by fear and mistrust, by calculated 
self-interest, by defensiveness or insecurity” 

In this new age, as the New Testament makes clear, there are new 
social intimacies. God in Christ has made us his ambassadors of passionate 
reconciliation and peace. He has come to bring flourishing peace where 
hostility, ambivalence, fear, and mistrust have reigned among people. 
We must recognize the dramatic implications for male-female relations. 
The harsh realities of sexual brokenness between men and women 
confront us in the news, in therapy sessions, in confessions, in divorce 
courts, in our homes, and beyond. Yet Christ is reconciling sexuality 
and spirituality through his reign and he's doing it through men and 
women in wild, outside-of-the-box ways, as well as within simple, 
flawed but growing marriages. One of the forms this reconciliation of 
men and women, of sexuality and spirituality, can take is the communion 
of male-female friendship in Christ. 

The Scripture provides twelve key themes that can help us understand 
how male-female intimacy in friendship is an expression of God's heart 
for deepening reconciliation between men and women in Christ. They 
include the husband-wife relationship but go beyond it. 

First, man and woman each have been created in God's image. In 
Genesis 1:27 we read, “So God created humankind in his image, the 
image of God he created them; male and female he created them.” There 
has been considerable discussion about what the image of God means, 
but one thing is clear: both man and woman share the likeness of God. 
There is profound oneness expressed in this text. Differences? Yes! But 
there is nevertheless an equal, profound union. There is no hierarchy 
between them in sharing God's likeness. James H. Olthuis writes, 
“Humanity is a male/female community of reciprocity, mutuality and 
co-creation ... men cannot be defined without reference to women, nor 
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can women be defined without reference to en 7 = 

Second, God created the husband-wife relationship in the garden 
of Eden. In the beginning God created male and zruale, = pronounced 
them “very good” (v.31). God delights as sexuality of spuiualty come 
together in companionship, procreation, partnership, play, friendship, in 
marriage. 

Third, there is the new order in Christ. Rosemary Rader in her book, 
Breaking Boundaries, suggests that early Christians saw “a new world 
taking shape” In the old world, the surrounding patriarchal cultures 
had no place for nonsexual male-female relationships outside the home. 
But the New Testament writers encourage men and women to consider 
new social possibilities in the reign of Christ. The images of “new wine” 
(Mark 2:22), “new teaching” (Mark 1:27), “new covenant” (Luke 22:20), 
“new self” (Ephesians 4:24), “new Jerusalem” (Revelation 21:2), “new 
heaven and new earth” (Revelation 21:1), and “I am making all things 
new” (Revelation 21:5) stir new hope for a mature sexuality in Christ's 
kingdom. This new order is articulated by Paul in Galatians 3:28: “There 
is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no 
longer male or female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” Wendy 
Wright suggests Paul means “not in the sense that one’s God-given sexuality 

is erased ~ but that the sexes are not necessarily divided against each 
other but rather gathered up together in their full distinctiveness and 
brought to God” 

Fourth, the brother-sister model we have already observed introduced 
phos a oo nonromantic nearness for believers. This 
ee tie a . re in non romantic contexts is readily 
. . $s admonition, then, 

younger women as sisters—with absolute 


would 
scpully encourage close, nonromantic relationships between men 
and women in the community, 


The brother-sister meta 
nn ia phor suggests 
- oo of a deep intimacy between men and women who are not 
related to each to other within Christian community. “The church now 


constituted the Christian's family, with the odd result that complete 


for his readers to treat 
purity” (1 Timothy 5:1) 


strangers might be able to claim the most intimate telationship”® 

Fifth, we have what could be called metaphors of intimacy emphasizing 
closeness, and deep attachment. As men and women together we are: 
“branches” (John 15:5), “one body” (1 Corinthians 12:13), “living stones” 
(2 Peter 2:5), a “royal priesthood” (2 Peter 2:9), and Christ's “bride” 
(Revelation 21:2). The striking thing about these images is that there is 
no hint of sex-segregation or social division of unmarried and married 
individuals. All these passages suggest a deep communal love between 
men and women within marriage, as well as communal, nonromantic 
male-female intimacy coexisting beyond marriage. 

Sixth, consider all the “one another’s”—none of which have a sex- 
segregated command embedded in them. Here are just a few: “welcome 
one another” (Romans 15:7), “pray for one another” (James 5:16), “be 
kind to one another” (Ephesians 4:32), “greet one another with a holy 
kiss” (1 Corinthians 16:20), “teach and admonish one another” (Colossians 
3:16), and “confess your sins to one another” (James 5:16). None of 
these contains transcultural, sex-segregated warnings to keep men 
and women from meeting privately or in public, or from avoiding the 
powerful intimacy that may grow because male and female friends seek 
to be obedient to these commands in their nonromantic relationship. 

Seventh, Lisa McMinn suggests God's abundance is grounds for 
cross-sex friendships extending outward from the marital relationship: 
“To live in abundance rather than scarcity is to explore and embrace the 
depth of love possible in an exclusive relationship, rather than to focus 
on the moral restraint that limits that kind of love to one other” This 
teflects the extraordinary love of God. Abundance doesn't undermine 
exclusivity in marriage, but flows out of it. As Kenda Creasy Dean 
observes, “The God of Jesus Christ does love excessively, extravagantly, 
‘outside the lines” And we are to be imitators of God in Christ. This 
is also tied to Christ's teaching that there will be no marriage in heaven. 
Many Christians have understood this teaching to mean that marriage 
will be fulfilled—marriage itself points to a much greater union. 

Eighth, there is goodness in desire toward the other sex. Christian 
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spirituality embraces and affirms cere longing, ue yearning. Were 
not Buddhists or Stoics. Solomon writes, “Some ends play at friendship 
buta true friend sticks closer than one’s nearest kin” (Proverbs 18:24), 
The New English Bible translation puts it, “Some companions are good 
only for idle talk, but a friend may stick closer than : brother” Christian 
sociologist Dennis Hiebert states, “Attachment experienced as a powerfyj 
desire to be with the other is perhaps the most profound characteristic 
that separates the loving of friends from the liking of associates’”™ He 
adds, “Attachment with a cross-sex friend is not in and of itself, ‘a subtle 
failure in fidelity.” 

Stanley Grenz suggests that a mature sexuality makes an important 
distinction between sexual desire and desire for sex. He believes sexual 
desire “refers to the need we all share to experience wholeness and 
intimacy through relationships with others. It relates to the dimension 
often called eros, the human longing to possess and be possessed by 
the object's of one’s desire.” He suggests sexual desire encompasses a 
wide-ranging depth of human behaviors and desires; whereas desire for 
sex is, well, desire for sex! He writes, “For many people, the desire for 
sex, the longing to express one's sexuality through genital acts (venus), 
is psychologically inseparable from sexual desire. Nevertheless, for the 
development of true sexual maturity, a person must come to terms with 
the differences between these two dimensions and learn to separate 
them both in one’s psychological state and in overt action." 

In other words, there is distinctive beauty and goodness present in 
a sexual desire which yearns for social oneness with the other sex and 
which cannot be categorized as possessive lust. Writing of transmarital 
cross-sex friendships, James Olthuis observes, 

ra eae desire to relate to each other and become 
and want to share intimacy and understanding. 


ne for many of us this natural desire never has a chance to 
levelop Deca we are haunted by the idea, common currency 
in our society, that being close 


idea is «i always leads to the bedroom. That 
idea is simple, unadulterated nonsense,"* 
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Ninth, we have the striking, breathtaking beauty of triune love. While 
we should heed the caution to avoid too much speculation about the 
inner life of the Father, Son, and the Spirit, it is virtually impossible to 
consider the oneness Christ prays for his people in John 17 and without 
imagining how it impacts mutual honor, love, and delight between men 
and women. Marva Dawn suggests, “Our trust in the Trinity's embrace 
frees us to love others more fully with triune kinds of love—fostering 
deep relationships that involve solid friendships without any sexual 
innuendo.’ Paul Wadell highlights the nature of true love: 

In the divine friendship, the perfect outpouring of love between 
the Father, Son, and Spirit results in unbroken oneness and a 
community that is never diminished by rivalry, jealousy, or 
selfishness. In God we see a community in which persons are not 
set over against each other, but a community in which friends 
flourish through freely given love. In God we do not find a 
community fractured through struggle, conflict, and domination; 
rather we see a community in which differences of persons are 
celebrated, respected, and affirmed."* 

Tenth, Scot McKnight highlights another theme reflecting the union 
between men and women: what did women do? He surveys both the 
Old and New Testaments asking this important question. Were they 
spiritual leaders? Yes, Miriam and Deborah were spiritual leaders. 
Presidential leaders? Yes, Deborah was “the president, the pope, and 
Rambo all bundled up in one female body!” McKnight goes on to 
mention Junia, “the apostle above all other apostles, and Priscilla, who 
taught scripture and theology, and Phoebe, deaconess and benefactor.” 

Eleventh, there are the masculine and feminine metaphors of God in 
Scripture. These call our attention to the richness, ambiguity, and 
mystery of being created in the image of the God. Many conservatives 
teact with either nervousness or fear when female images of God are 
brought up. These images call our attention to the beauty of the triune 
community. Beauty, as David Bentley Hart reminds us, has a way of 
defying our carefully ordered and controlled distinctions: 


Sac 
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For Christian thought, beauty’s indifference to the due order of 
far and near, great and small, absent and present, spiritual and 
material should indicate the continuity of divine and created glory, 
the way the glory of heaven and earth truly declares and belongs 
to the glory of the infinite God.” 

Deeper reflection is needed as more and more contemporary women 
connect with female images of God. These metaphors do not demand 
that we conceive of God as “simply a melding together of male and 
female spiritual essences,” nor are we left with God as male or female. 
In fact, there are many metaphors in scripture depicting God as an 
inanimate object. We do not conclude, because biblical writers call 
God a “rock” that he is impersonal or not a living being. Kristina 
LaCelle-Peterson observes, “God encompasses all human characteristics 
but transcends both sexes.””! 

Last, but certainly not least, we have Jesus. We will look at stories 
about Jesus and women in depth in the next two chapters, but as an 
expression of God's overall deepening reconciliation, Jesus says: “I give 
you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have 
loved you, you also should love one another” (John 13:34). He does not 
indicate the doers of this command should be sex-segregated. In light 
of Jesus’ close friendships with women, this commandment strongly 
Suggests robust possibilities for embodied male-female friendship—not 
just in the final age, but here and now in the kingdom under his reign. 

These themes lead us to a robust richness in male-female oneness 
for the new reign of Christ in the Present, as well as in the fullness of 


reconciliation in the new creation when Christ returns. A close look 
at them suggests a complex, 


multidimensional oneness in the body of 
Christ. Stanley Grenz com 


ments: 

een marriage is the primal male-female relationship, the 
biblical narrative points to the eschatological new creation as the 
fulness of fellowship toward which human sexuality has been 
directed from the beginning... The unity in diversity that arises 
out of the bond that brings male and female together in marriage 
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offers an obvious picture of the unity and diversity present within 
the triune God, But it is not the only picture. Indeed, it is not the 
most significant picture.” 

‘The husband-wife relationship doesn’t cover the range of embodied 
oneness in this age or the next. In fact, it is not even the ultimate 
picture of union. Paul Wadell suggests that friends in Christ “will have 
much greater intimacy and unity between them than they would if they 
lived together but were united over a lesser good” He suggests, following 
Augustine, “the greatest possible intimacy comes not from physical 
closeness or even physical expression, but from belonging to the body 
of Christ’“ Our union in Christ as men and women then, has profound 
implications for both married and unmarried individuals. 

“The new intimacy,’ writes Christine Colén and Bonnie Field, “not 
only takes the place of marriage here on earth but also allows singles to 
participate joyfully even if they never received a spouse” Our union 
with Christ in baptism opens the door for extraordinary, passionate 
intimacy in friendship: “The love that characterizes true friendship is 
precisely the kind of love that will be the bond of unity in the everlasting 
kingdom ... to pursue friendships in the beauty of holiness is to drink 
deeply of the mystery of God’s kingdom: These realities of new order 
in God's kingdom reflect a profound reordering of male-female relationships. 
In the Old Testament, the positive pictures of male-female love centered 
upon marriage and family. But in the New Testament, oneness is no 
longer solely for husband and wife, although “one flesh” remains an 
important union in Christ. There is now a complex social oneness 
between men and women in the body of Christ for the world to behold. 
Some evangelicals call this “sexual shalom” Judith Balswick and Jack 
Balswick in their book Authentic Human Sexuality, suggest the metaphors 
of love and closeness described in Isaiah picture shalom between men 
and women in the new heavens and new earth: 

The wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with 
the kid, the calf and the lion and the fatling together, and a little 
child shall lead them. The cow and the bear shall graze, their young 
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shail lie down together; and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. The 
nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp, and the weaned 
child shall put its hand on the adder’s den (Isaiah 11:6-8). 

The reality of sexual shalom in Christ's new creation promises a deep 
and healthy wholeness—a wholeness of dwelling together side-by-side 
in close proximity, where the vulnerable (a lamb) will live with an 
aggressive predator (a wolf). This has implications for every man and 
woman in the church. Christ did not come merely to fix problems in 
struggling marriages or to address marital insecurities. 

The sexual theology of our evangelical churches has been too small 
and defensive. For the most part, evangelical sexual theology has circled 
the wagons around marriage, with an inordinate focus on “one flesh,’ in 
hopes of saving this union as the one and only sacred union between 
men and women. In our defense of marriage, many of us have failed to 
notice the false boundaries erected by years of sexism and patriarchy in 
the church. The longstanding, pervasive stereotype depicting men as 
logical, rational, sexual beings in contrast with women as the emotional 
ones still lingers in the evangelical subculture and our broader society. 
For hundreds of years men have formulated rationalist theologies while 
deeply fearing passion, emotion, and mystical experience in spiritual 
and sexual formation. Lilian Calles Barger writes, “We can no longer 
accept male-centered assumptions nor be trapped by ‘feminine’ spiritual 


history. We need the whole range of knowledge and human experience 
to bring us to wisdom’ 

In our fear of the fire in sexuality, we have erected false boundaries in 
the form of fixed roles and universal rules in marriage, 
community—false boundaries of safety, romance, 
and even masculinity and femininity. However th 
realities of kingdom Sexuality speak of a radical o 
broader and deeper than the Mars/Venus approa 
strident contemporary voices claiming one-size- 
the one hand, we all know of cases where the sli 

slippery for some, and they fell. On the other 


friendship, and 
male-female intimacy, 
e bold, redemptive 
neness that is both 

ch, or any other 

fits-all solutions. On 
Ppery slope was pretty 
hand, there are plenty of 
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real-life stories of innocent passion and intimacies between men and 
women in friendships that do not end in bed or distancing the other 
gexina gender-based hierarchal order. 

in my experience, it is rare to find evangelicals who are aware of the 
numerous male-female spiritual friendships in the Catholic tradition. 
But they are all too aware of stories of sexual brokenness, and they 
maintain a false boundary of one communal norm for all male-female 
intimacy outside of marriage. It would not be much ofa stretch to say 
that modern evangelicals tend to fear the vast wholeness of sexual 
mystery and passion in the Christian tradition. 


Reverence for Redemptive Intimacies 
Although friendship has an elastic meaning that covers everything from 
two strangers with loose organizational affiliations to the most intimate 
relationship, there is a place in the Western world for reverence for our 
deepest friendships. Emerson wrote, “Friendship demands religious 
treatment.... Reverence is a great part of it’”” He adds that when friendships 
are real, “they are not glass threads or frostwork, but the solidest thing 
we know: Caroline Simon reflects on reverence in friendship and 
muses, “A friendship that calls for reverence is a relationship in which 
the friend is valued as irreplaceable, as one for whom, within one's circle 
of affection, there could be no double. In the most significant kind of 
friendship, we value our friends for their own sake, not just as pleasant 
company or as social assets”? Perhaps when we embrace a more robust, 
deeper understanding of Christian sexuality, oneness, and friendship, 
we may discover relationships embodying redemptive intimacy between 
men and women. In marriage we discover the goodness, beauty, and 
glory of another as God sees him or her; similarly, in friendship we 
discover the goodness, beauty and glory of another. 

Ineach intimacy, the other person becomes irreplaceable and priceless. 
In the formation of oneness in friendship and/or marriage, two individuals 
“do not at the same time cease to remain two” Reverence discovers, 
discerns, and distinguishes the expansiveness of otherness and intimacy. 


Reverential intimacy means that we rethink old stereotypes, preconceived 
ideas, fears, and false boundaries of safety. In this context reverence 

is not something stodgy or driven by a fear that never takes chances 

or risks. Oneness in sexuality and friendship calls us to sacred unions 
both in marriage and beyond marriage while deeply respecting different 


kinds of “irreplaceable” friends and unions. 


Sexuality and Friendship in Marriage 

Nobody who genuinely loves his or her spouse has any idea on their 
wedding night of getting a divorce anytime in the future. Sadly, the 
statistics bear witness to the fact that one of out every three will get 
divorced before they are married ten years. One might say that an 
individual comes to see his or her spouse as replaceable. The ironic but 
striking reality is that many married couples do not forge a significant 
spiritual friendship. It is even more ironic when we consider that our 
whole culture holds up romantic friendship as the highest of all human 
relationships. 

In addition to this, the phenomenon in many universities known as 
“hooking up” is an approach to sexuality and friendship with profound 
implications on sexual formation. Although the reasons for marital 
breakdowns are complex, the culture of hooking up is shaping how 
young adults see sexuality, friendship, and marriage. The hookup sys- 
tem, as Kathleen Bogle reports, tends to favor men: “For those on the 
outside looking in, it may appear that men and women are on an equal 
Playing field in the hookup culture on campus. Upon closer inspection, 
haweves it becomes clear that college men are in a position of power... 
While the hookup system works for men, 
way for women to get what they want”! 
Tran ta itn are uo 

nities to have for all marriages. It provides 


a kingdom alternative to the over-romanticizing of marriage, and the 


glorification of orgasm as the ultima! 
te end of communi ici 
mutual spiritual friendship, a ee 


husbands and wives are disciplined to 


it does not provide a good 
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discover 2 fidelity to each other that surpasses their fidelity to the institution 
of marriage itself. Friendship forges a communion apart from the sexual 
objectification of women (or men for that matter), while also fostering 
mutual equality through confession, forgiveness, prayer, delight, play, 
trust, and a common vision for a missional purpose beyond their own 
relationship. Even a cursory glance at spiritual male-female friendships 
from the past reveals that the friend had a powerful bond based on 
drawing out the best in each other. When passionate communion does 
not revolve around sex or narrow gender roles, both men and women 
flourish in love. 

Friendship between the sexes as an expression of Christian sexuality 
celebrates a delight and appropriate desire in the other's beauty and 
goodness—a beauty deeper than fixation on sex or sexual objectification. 

In other words, there is a sexual beauty in both sexes which is far 
deeper and more attractive than what our pop culture tells us is attractive 
and sexy. In his insightful, secular book, The Centerfold Syndrome, Gary 
Brook explains the complications entailed when young men grow up 
with an image of sexual attractiveness that equates with only a tiny 
percentage of women. “An unattractive partner (a ‘hound’) was a 
disgrace. It may have been marginally acceptable to briefly or covertly 
date a hound for sexual exploitation, but extended contacts made a guy 
a target for public ridicule” On the other hand, young men could not 
trust the “gorgeous” women, for “we expected them to be the target of 
every horny guy in the world”? 

As Brook points out, when the particular form of a woman's body is 
objectified (in the popular culture this is always young, slim, woman 
without blemish) young men attempt to “score” with the hottest girl. 
This uncritical adoration toward what Brook calls “trophyism” creates 
an unhealthy dissatisfaction among men, since women’s bodies (even 
the great looking ones) age and are vulnerable to changing circumstances. 
He writes that men “have been encouraged to glorify the objective 
Physical aspects of women. We have been taught to compete with each 
other, with women's body as prizes... We have been allowed to seek 


rturance from women’s bodies, but conditioned to 


comfort and nu 7 
1 needs: 


restrict our awareness to only our sexua ne 
Cultivating virtues that enable us to have a holistic vision of beauty 


and goodness in the other in spiritual friendship is net trivial for today’s 
men and women. The cultivation and practice of spiritual friendship 
between husband and wife is a deeper, passionate alternative to the 
shallow, immature romantic relationships glorified by our pop culture 
and perpetuating false boundaries of intimacy, shallow beauty, and the 
objectification of women. The roots of sacred union in marriage go 
deep into the beauty of life-giving authentic oneness between the sexes. 
And there are stories of chaste but intimate friendships in which both 
the man and the woman have opened themselves to the sexual mystery 
of communion, but not sex. 

This strikes at the core of sexual formation for spiritual friendship 
in marriage. In our culture, the perception is: men want sex while 
women want friendship or intimacy. A sexual formation that seeks the 
wholeness of both worlds would strengthen marriages. Contemporary 
authors Douglas Rosenau and Michael Sytsma observe: “It is possible 
to learn the skills of enjoying the opposite sex without zooming in on 
erotic interaction and to take delight in the distinctive beauty of others 
without wanting to consume or possess it (them). In popular culture 
there often is an over-emphasis on erotic sexuality at the expense or 
neglect of the whole dimension of gender sexuality. This is true for both 
single and married individuals” They add, “God is the ultimate father 
and we are all brothers and sisters, enjoying each other in His sexual 
world”* 

Reserence between husband and wife maintains a respect for the 
eran sia faa Maa separateness from the other. 
aaiwoniliear uae shad asis on the he: Hesh metaphor 

about Marriage should not mean 


a fusion of the two Spouses in which one or both lose their individual 


identity. F 
ty. Furthermore, a reverence for our spouse's uniqueness means 


we celebrate the reality that he or she is not the same as I am. We are to 
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prize and nurture our apoures pie ati in our marital friendship. 

But it doesn't end there. Spiritual friendship in Marriage cherishes the 
fullness of the sexual bond between husband and wife. Sex is Not just 
gex. Sex is not just using the parts and plumbing to form the glue fora 
functional, cooperative partnership outside the bedroom. In Christian 
sexuality and spirituality, marriage is not merely spiritual friendship 
plus sex. We must not underestimate or undervalue the fire and powerful 
energy of sex as a passionate, maturing expression of oneness in marriage. 
There is a sexual knowing in marriage which transcends friendship 
between sexes outside of marriage. Acts of sex are not the sole difference 
the between deep friendship of spouses and the deep friendship between 
an unmarried man and woman. Spiritual friendships between husband 
and wife and between those who are not married to each other have the 
same goals toward reconciliation and love in Christ: oneness, intimacy, 
beauty, fidelity, and union. But these are different sacred unions. 

Since conservative Christian leaders have had such a difficult time 
sorting out what sexuality and friendship look like even within marriage, 
they have sent confusing messages to their communities. Many Christians 
throughout history would not have affirmed the goodness and beauty of 
sexual pleasure in marriage—sex was only for procreation. And we are 
still wrestling with the concept of holistic goodness of genital pleasure 
today. Carmen Renee Berry quotes a friend who is a pastor: “] was 
taught two contradictory things about sex. First, it's dirty. Second, 
Ishould save it for the one I love” Many well-intentioned parents 
communicate a message of shame or ambivalence about sex to their 
children. Jack and Judith Balswick write that the message some parents 
their children is confusing: “The genital area is either considered 
nonexistent (something to be ignored or avoided) or bad (something 
disgusting)”>” Contrast this to Catholic scholar Christine Gudorf's 
memory of hearing her father’s Christmas toast to her mother at a 
family dinner when she was a young girl: “To Lucie, and her multiple 
Orgasms "38 

It is common knowledge that the Old Testament authors use a form 
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‘ow’ to indicate sex or genital knowledge (Genesis 41, 
17, 25; 1 Samuel 1:19). Many in the contemporary church are beginning 
to validate the richness, wonder, and beauty of genital knowledge in 
marriage. This has not always been the case. For historical perspective, 
it is important to note the well-known fact that many church authorities 
greatly feared the deeper waters of genital knowledge. It is commonly 
held that Augustine had a negative view of sexuality. During the early 
part of the Middle Ages, some Roman Catholic churches enforced 
strong guidelines for marital sex. According to Elizabeth Dreyer, 
“Married couples were permitted to have intercourse only a few times 
a year”® Even to this day, Christians wrestle with deep ambivalence 
about dualistic attitudes toward sex. Dreyer observes, “The inferior 
status assigned to the body and ‘erotic’ passions has been particularly 
onerous for women, with whom these qualities are culturally associated’ 
Lewis B. Smedes starts off his book, Sex for Christians observing “The 
toughest problem Christians have with sex is how to feel about their 
own sexuality." For so long, genital knowing and pleasure were linked 
with the flesh, lust, and carnal desires. Desire for sex was not a good 
desire—even in marriage. 

A husband and wife enter into marriage with solid public vows to 

Protect an “us” in major and minor conflicts. These vows of fidelity have 

never consisted of one universal norm for marital relationships across 
all cultures and time. In our own society these vows might be: to give 
ea = other a oe and tender affection; to actively pursue 
pede : ears in etal and large hurts; to mutually seek 
the Besurei cr A and gifts; 3 be there for each other in 

- ship and/or blessing, chronic illnesses, families 
of origin, friendships, and aging bodies, Starry- set 
faltered for many couples, in both th ee 

" e church and in the world. But 


there is a rootedness to marital and sexual fidelity that goes beyond 

rules, cultural fads, and all other relationships ° : 
With spiritual friendship in marriage, 

mutual pleasure, companionship, 


of the verb “to kni 


good authentic sex creates 
delightful play, and rooted intimacy. 
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Gudorf believes, “Sexual loving is central to marriage. The friendship 
ai commitment of marriage is conveyed in sexual form” She adds, 
“The more pleasurable the sex—the more deeply satisfying it is—the 
more it sows the seeds for other goods in the marital relationship .... 
One of the tasks of the church should be to help make marital sex 

more pleasurable.” 42 If both husband and wife seek to be generous in 
pleasuring each other, it can and does create a desire for more beauty 
and goodness in sexual intimacy. There is a richness and mystery to 
mutual sexual pleasure if we open ourselves, our fears, our feelings, 

our hungers, our passion, our entire selves to our spouses. This is not 
only true of newlyweds, but of enduring marriages as well. In sexual 
play, there is a vocabulary—a language—and a deep sense of trust that 
forms sexuality and friendship in marriage that cannot be duplicated in 
other male-female friendships. There is a social and private identity as 
amarried couple. For twenty-eight years of marriage, Sheila and I have 
had our own sexual language. If either one of us attempted to use our 
vocabulary with someone else, it wouldn't make sense, for that language 
came into being in the context of our sexual intimacy and fidelity. It is 
engraved into our sexual identity as a couple. It is uniquely ours. God 
has a splendid and wonderful way of making all things new, including 
our sexual speech as a couple. It is our story. 

In spiritual friendship, sexual play is initiated by either spouse over 
the course of a maturing marriage. Gudorf comments, “The assumption 
of dominant/subordinate relations is especially inappropriate in the 
area of marital sex.... The couple that feels that men should initiate 
and control sex will have a narrower sexual repertoire.” Obviously if 
one gender (that is, the husband) is running the show, the creativity, 
Passion, and spontaneity for arousal, foreplay, and orgasm doesn’t come 
ftom a mutual trust and initiative, but only from the husband's limited 
Perspective, creativity, and curiosity. Gudorf rightly points out, “Over 
alifetime they will miss the many lovemaking sessions that she could 
have and would have initiated, either by letting him know that ewe 
interested or by taking the initiative and arousing him to willingness to 
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sexual play’ ; 

Also, sexual play is just as impo! 
about getting to the heat of passion. Sex is play. It is oe about performance 
and not necessarily about a hot time every time. It is laughter, grace, 
sweetness, risk, and sometimes prolonged sessions of mutual pleasure 
and delight. Sheila and I have had many hilarious, gut-splitting laughs 
over our sexual play, and after twenty-eight years we are still enjoying 
sexual generosity between us with much pleasure. 

Sexuality in Christian marriage declares sex between husband and 
wife to be more than just an intense friendship with fringe benefits. It 
is also more than just spiritual friendship plus sex: “The power and the 
mystery, and, therefore, the strength of the bond come from exclusivity... 
What goes on between them is a profound mystery. The mystery of the 
mingling of souls.”* Beautiful, pleasurable, maturing sex deepens the 
marital bond and companionship and is an icon for mystery and love. 
“Sexual joy is a picture of God's union with his bride: This joy lingers 
and settles into the fabric of marital intimacy. It is not necessarily about 
the euphoria of one event. It is about inner sexual knowledge and trust. 

Does this sexual mystery of exclusivity, though, in the larger context 
of the Christian story, complete bonding, connection, companionship, 
and friendship between the male and female? The romantic myth 
narrative strongly advocates an unequivocal yes. However, as we have 
already seen, Scripture Suggests the partners in the sacred union of 
marriage are called to a robust, inclusive, far-reaching, widening circle 
of oneness in the body of Christ. This rooted, maturing singleness of 
heart in sexual fidelity expands our hearts to love our ever-widening 
i: : ae ead Sisters in Christ, including our cross-sex friends. 

richness of other metaphors and language, encompassing 


the Snenies of Christ between men and women who dwell together in 
marriage, friendship, and community, 


already-but-not-yet tension in marria; 
to an exclusive “couple's club" 
Here again, 


rtant as mutual orgasms. It's not just 


enlarges our understanding of the 
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cal us to shape the ordering and mutuality between male and female in 
the new creation. There is a tension between exclusivity and inclusivity 
in marriage. Edith Humphrey reminds us, “Intimacy becomes possible 
hecause God is love, sharing intimacy within the Persons of the Trinity, 
and because God delights also to move out to us—to ‘stand outside’ 

the Godhead ecstatically” (emphasis added).”” Or, consider a similar 
thought from Kenda Creasy Dean: “The perichoresis (literally, the ‘dancing 
around’) of the Trinity creates a unifying momentum that holds the 
differentiated persons of God together as one—distinct while in utter 
unity, passionately related to each other while ecstatically reaching out 
to humankind” 

Gordon Hilsman reminds us of the classic story of falling in love. In 
romantic love, when two individuals fall in love with each other, they 
see the distinctive elegance, beauty, glory, dignity, and profound specialness 
of what separates the other from billions. This knowledge, as it begins 
to take shape, may propel a man and woman into marriage. But the 
Christian story shapes this knowledge, as we are enabled, enlightened, 
and empowered to see others outside the exclusive relationship of 
marriage as distinctive sexual beings with profound dignity and beauty 
as well.” Elizabeth Dreyer says the triune community calls us as men 
and women to discern the “pseudo-beauty” of the world and the 
profound beauty of the other in friendship and community beyond 
marriage. “As we grow in our sensitivity to beauty, she writes, “we get 
tiny glimpse of who God might be, for God is Beauty and Pleasure” 
She adds that, “When life involves noticing and responding to the 
vulnerable, needy, yet beautiful lives of others, it becomes a joyful 
existence... Embracing the beauty of the world’s mystery and unexplained 
depths is cause for rejoicing”* 

Divine beauty then, calls men and women into a deeper reflection of 
the ways triune love shapes the beauty of sexual mystery in the present 
world. Some Christian thinkers call us to stop compartmentalizing ang 
splitting eros and agape. David Bentley Hart suggests that the love to 
which God calls all Christians “is eros and agape at once” This love, he 


states, is “a desire for the other that delights n the aI of otherness” 
James K. A. Smith observes that we - fa seus creatures—that 
agapé is rightly ordered eros.” Seen in ae bight, ee between men 

and women in marriage and beyond it in friendship is not necessarily a 
synonym for lust. Our failure to apprehend this important distinction as 
Christians severely limits our response to the true and special beauty of 
our spouses and the beauty of those outside of marriage. John Navone 
writes, “The most intense delight of the saints, illuminated by Beauty 
Itself, will be to see God. In light of Beauty Itself we shall see ourselves 
as we are seen: the image of God. We shall know ourselves as we are 
known: the brothers and sisters of Christ: 

Sally B. Purvis observes how some Christian feminists see the flow of 
passionate agape outward from our marriage and immediate family: “If 
we expand our understanding of the energy and deep interestedness of 
passion, then the work of Christian agape is to make that passion more 
broadly available and more widely felt. The task is not to curb passion, 
but to nourish it and channel it” (italics added).* She adds further: 

If we understand agape to be intense, caring, passionate, other- 
directed, and respectful of the specificity of the beloved, then we 
can envision the normative flow of our individual and communal 
lives as ever-widening circles of agape.... (T]he relationships in 
which we care most deeply and love most strongly, do not 
encompass the range of our obligation to love, but rather serve 


as guides and models for the movement outward into concern 
for all human beings. 


Sexuality, Oneness, and Transmarital Friendship 


What about spiritual cross-sex friendships beyond marriage? The huge 
trend of women working outside the home, and the ability for men and 
women to engage each other on the Internet, have created wide-open 


soci iti 
. ope Ortunities for men and women to become close friends. The 
question is not whether men and wom 


en can be fri , : ; 
for other worldviews. Plus, tends; that is a question 


strictly platonic, casual, friendly relationships 
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are quite common in modern society. No, the question is, how do men 
and women created in the image of God nurture and delight in this 

deep interconnectedness they share in Christ? Love, the unbreakable, 
mutual, passionate, community of triune love called us into being. It 

is our identity as men and women. We were created and redeemed by 
Lovers and we are lovers. Marva Dawn suggests that “the New Testament 
language is Javish with words for love that help us build and revel in 
strong relationships of social sexuality with other members of our 
church or other communities”* 

Joan Chittister, although writing in the context of female friendship, 
points us in the right direction: “Friendship is, in the end, always and 
everywhere eternal mystery, eternal desires. It is a grasp at the ultimate, 
the quest for human understanding.” Marriage is not the only male- 
female relationship which reveals the profound mystery and love of the 
triune God. The cluster of themes we looked at earlier in this chapter 
strongly indicates the formation of a deep, nonromantic, sexual mystery 
between men and women without having to have sex. Carmen Caltagirone 
(alongside many others in the Christian tradition) writes, “In intimacy 
the medium of exchange does not have to be sexual intercourse.... We 
must never limit it to romance; it is much more. We carry with us a part 
of those with whom we have entered into intimacy”® Although many 
are changing, conservative evangelicals still encourage false boundaries 
between men and women as wise and protective norms for all male- 
female relationships—in both leadership and the community at large. 

These boundaries are false in the sense that they prescribe univer sal 
norms for faith communities which relegate all sexual mystery (if there 
is any left) to the marital bed. They do promote a sacredness and reverence 
for sexual union—and if they ignore women's initiative, passion, and 
leadership both in the bed and outside of it, they miss the feminine 
voice and mutuality. In this way, they are protecting only one eoinaibe 
version of sexual union. In so doing, they downplay the depth of intimacy 
and passionate love in spiritual cross-sex friendship. 

When the husband-wife model is exalted as the only relationship 
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where passionate oneness occurs we have set up false boundaries of 
safety, romance, and male-female nnrnaey: ore E. pean the 
profound depth that friendship oe ‘A friend is aa oe ies 
is joy, ever-deepening relationship and atid ovr available in irect 
address, in communion and presence. A friend is one who remains 
fundamentally a mystery, inexhaustible, never fully known, always 
surprising. Yet a friend is familiar, comforting at home. A friend is one 
who urges human freedom and autonomy in decision, yet one who is 
present in the community of interdependence.” 

From the Catholic tradition, Vincent Genovesi suggests, “When we 
act as loving individuals, we are acting as sexual beings, but we are not 
necessarily involved genitally:” He adds, “What this means is that there 
is a whole other dimension to human sexuality, one that may be called 
the social or affective dimension, which shows itself in the human 
capacity to relate to others with emotional warmth, deep compassion, 
and tender affection. All of these human qualities are rooted in sexuality 
and are true expressions of it, but they are not specifically genital in 
nature or focus” (italics added). 

Genovesi argues a third way of sexual formation: interpersonal intimacy 
and true love can be experienced without sex or romance. He observes, 
“It is possible to live fully, healthfully, and happily without genital 
sexuality’* Perhaps more than ever, the sweeping changes in society 
call Christians to reconsider the vast richness and intimacy available in 
male-female relationships beyond the romantic myth. Putting it quite 
simply, Genovesi observes: “Experience proves that achieving oneness 
and intimacy is quite possible without genital expression”® The romantic 
myth wants us to believe that this is not true—that happiness, well-being, 
and the “life of oneness” can't be ours without romance. While there is 2 
profound sexual oneness that is available in marriage, there is a broader 
oneness available to believers encompassing the depth of communion. 
As noted in chapter three, there is a Breat cloud of witnesses spanning 


the centuries to support the life-giving intimacy that happens in the 
sexual mystery of friendship. 
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evangelicals have struggled with validating and Positively embracing 
the promise of sex on the one hand, and promoting a dangerous Message 
spout sex on the other. As long as they maintain this Posture, there 
ig very fittle room the practice of the third way of deep intimacy or 
conversation. Hence, we have cordoned off sexuality into a “parts and 
plumbing” focus for romantic relationships with rigid boundaries which 
strongly discourage intimacy in cross-sex transmarital friendships. 
since we can't imagine a lion being able to lay down with a calf, (Isaiah 
11:6) conservatives discourage all nonromantic male-female closeness, 
physical tenderness, and sweet language of the heart. 

Ruth Hudson expresses the fears of those who want to zealously keep 
allemotional and spiritual depth, passion, or intensity between men and 
women inside the romantic relationship. She writes: 

Most people underestimate the danger of close friendships with 
members of the opposite sex, because they start out innocently, 
and in the early stages, no sex involved. Very often, the person 
involved in this type of friendship does not realize how much of 

a threat it can be to his or her marriage or relationship.... If cultivated 
and nurtured over a period of weeks, months, and years, an 
innocent friendship between close friends of the opposite sex can 
escalate into an extramarital affair... Today's opposite sex friendship 
can quickly become tomorrow's extramarital affair. Friendships 
with members of the opposite sex need to be monitored very 
closely, and checks and balances need to be put in place. Otherwise 
they can quickly cross the line.* 

These are the very reasons some Christians fear embracing or nurturing 
Passionate love and affection between men and women who are not in 
‘Tomantic relationship. We settle for asexualizing all male-female 
relationships outside of marriage. Does all passionate love in friendship 
and nonromantic physical intimacy undermine or threaten marital agi 
What if cross-sex friends fully honored and supported marital fidelity? 

: While thousands of married Christian women would see passionate 
intimacy, long conversations, generous physical affection between their 


husbands and another woman as taking away energy and Passion from 
their marriages, they themselves practice and engage in deep, often 
intense closeness with their female friends. Female friendships are 
known for their intense and passionate nature. If one listens to evangelical 
women prioritizing the marital bond, there tends to be universal 
agreement the marriage takes relational precedence over all other 
relationships. What does that really mean, though? 

Many Christian women in our culture believe that they need an 
outside friend with whom they transparently bare their soul, their 
secrets. In many cases they share feelings they can’t discuss with their 
husbands. in fact, in many marriages the emotional bonding between 
husbands and wives is inferior to that of the wives’ friendships with 
women outside the marriage. This would constitute emotional adultery 
according to some definitions, because one spouse's heart is drawn 
away with so much energy and transparency spent outside the mar- 
tiage. Irene Levine writes, “Many women are inseparable from their 
best friends: attached at the hip, talking to each other multiple times 
during the day—sharing confidences about their bodily secretions or 
fears of exposing their bodies in a bathing suit—things they would 
hesitate to share with their lovers” 

In Frontline Women, a married woman on the foreign mission field 
writes, “How I long for a consistent and long-term soul mate.” Donna 
Downes, who quoted this woman (and is married herself ) immediately 
responds, “This longing for intimacy and close friendship on the mission 


field characterizes both single and married women, the older and 
younger, the veteran as well as the newer missi 


onary” (emphasis added). 
Then she adds, 


“Even if happily married, missionary wives still need 
close female friendships, realizing there is something special in the 


friendships of other women” So, at some level, even if there is deep 
intimacy between husband and wife, 
for companionship outside marriage 
“something special” 
within marriage, 


there still remains a deep yearning 
because of the awareness of 
between women. In referring to the lack of intimacy 
Downes quotes a veteran missionary, “Face it, men 
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just dont often a hchegs ihe way we need. Much as I deeply love my 
husband, often we're just on different wave lengths’ 

Consider what was entirely acceptable for female friendships during 
the 1800s. One woman expresses her feelings about her lifelong friend: 
“To me it seems to have been a closer union than that of most marriages” 
Sharon Marcus comments on the acceptance of both exclusive marital 
love and passionate friendships beyond marriage during the nineteenth 
century: “Marriage thus involved a singular and exclusive form of love, 
but it was also understood to include and even aspire to the love proper 
to friendship. Deeply religious women wrote of marriage and friendship 
as analogous relationships, both based on shared faith and both under- 
stood as ultimately a bond with God. She adds, “For those who took 
seriously the doctrine “We are all one in Christ; the concrete differences 
between spouses and friends became less significant’”” 

Deep friendships beyond marriages have also played a role for the 
other gender in Christian tradition. Puritan John Winthrop writes a 
letter to his friend, William Spring: 

I loved you truly before I could think that you took any notice of 
me: but now I embrace you and rest in your love and delight to 
solace my first thoughts in these sweet affections of so dear a 
friend. The apprehension of your love and worth together hath 
overcome my heart and removed the veil of modesty, that I must 
needs tell you, my soul is knit to you as the soul of Jonathan to 
David. 

History is filled with deep friendships coexisting with marriage. What 
ifthere is a healthy place in the kingdom for a happy marriage partner 
to enjoy the gift of passionate friendship with someone of the other sex? 
What if the yearning for deep friendships beyond marriage is a year ning 
for deeper communion beyond marriage? Fresh and deeper discernment 
isneeded much more than simplistic rules or formulas drawn from 
black-and-white gender schemes about friendship and marriage. The 
idealistic romantic myth model falls far short of trinitarian love ina ; 
holistic Christian marriage and friendship. While the Christian story is 


95 


clear that we live in a broken world, Stanley Grenz says, “maleness ang 
femaleness impels persons to come together in many relationships that 


$y 
characterize human community. 


Engaging the Sexual Mystery 

We have allowed the popular culture and the romantic industry to 
define delight and desire in narrow and reductionistic terms. Perhaps 
one of the greatest causes of discontented singles, struggling marriages, 
and rampant divorce in the Christian community is our narrow, awkward 
responses to these shaping influences. This is where Catholic and Eastern 
Orthodox spiritualities differ from much evangelical spirituality. 

There are streams within each of those traditions which usher saints 
into union with God and each other. Eastern Orthodox theologian Paul 
O'Callaghan writes, “The full intensity of love, commitment, devotion, 
and inner unity that typify the best of friends is an initiation into the 
communion that all will experience in Christ in the everlasting kingdom:”” 
Within Orthodox spirituality, in relationships with spouses or closest 
friends, James Payton writes “we find fulfillment not in intellectual 
comprehension but in love which cannot be explained and beggars 

our words.” In other words, both deep friendships and marriages are, 
in their senses, unions; both are a foretaste of heaven. 

Many evangelical communities are so intentional about forming asexual 
friendships outside of marriage that there is little room for sexual mystery 
in friendship; there is room for only rules, boundaries, and fear. In 
asexualizing friendship, we have left virtually no freedom to understand 
the depth of the idea that “maleness aches for femaleness, femaleness 


for the eas We believe we weren't made for that, or we must stay 
safely within the romantic ghetto of male- 
What we need is a sexual formation that will shape desire and delight 
on the grounds of the mystery of triune | 


nein Pi oare love and joy, instead of the 
say an artificiality in pop culture. It could be that in our evangelical 
subculture we have so focused on the Correct details of our doctrine 


of the Trinity, that we have shaped communities with little thought to 


female relating and language. 


the joy, beauty, and delight of the Trinity. Ruth Haley Barton observes: 
there is no reason to think that men and women cannot forge friendships 
in which they become precious and irreplaceable to each other just as 
fiends of the same sex do’? 

Dennis Hiebert observes, “Sexuality is not merely some impulse 
contained in a safe-box to be let out only on special, appropriate occasions, 
Humans are not sexual only when they participate in sexual acts, and 
asexual at all other times:”* Our embodied sexual selves, our sexual 
knowledge, and our sexual imaginations cannot be contained, confined, 
or captured in activities behind closed doors or sequestered solely into 
aromantic box. “Sexuality, writes Doug Rosenau and Michael Todd 
Wilson, “describes who we are more than what we do” 

It is this true love, beauty, and sexual mystery for which we are all 
wired. Friendship between the sexes in the twenty-first century summons 
us to a passionate reverence of the sexual knowledge and mystery we 
experience in redemptive intimacies with the opposite sex. Sexual 
mystery presents us with these powerful alternatives. At one end of the 
spectrum are inauthentic, indulgent, and immoral sexual “relationships” 
These relationships are marked by promiscuity, harassment, stalking, 
incest, adultery, date rape, hooking-up, and sexual power games in mar- 
tiages, to name just a few aberrations. At the other end of the spectrum 
are relationships graced with tenderness, partnership, transparency, 
freedom, adventure, risk, mutuality, delight, fidelity, and physical affection. 

The creative tension of sexual mystery in the Christian story invites 
us to the feast within marriage and friendship. The mystery invites us 
toa dance beyond our current range of language and whatever abilities 
We have to categorize or quantify. In a very real sense, God calls us to be 
Sexual mystics. There is a deep ambiguity to sexuality and male-female 
intimacy that cannot be contained within the husband-wife relationship. 
As more and more cross-sex friendships become common in the twenty- 
first century, these two loves of marriage and transmarital friendship 
blending together but still respecting the differences in sacred unions 
Can witness to a greater and yet more mysterious love: the eternal dance 
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and delight of the Trinity. . 
Another aspect of the creative tension of this sexual mystery is the 


language of love in friendship between men and women. History reveals 
the sweet language of nonromantic nearness between brother-sister 
pairs and between cross-sex friends. There is abundant evidence of men 
and women using the intimate language of love prior to Freud and the 
introduction of the romantic myth. A robust sexual mystery calls us 

to return to the language of beautiful love and affection between men 
and women. We need to get past the awkwardness of expressing love, 
delight, pleasure, and goodness to each other. 

This mystery summons us to a dance of creative tension beyond 
platonic relationship in which a man or woman never engages the other 
with their embodied selves. Yet the tension is there because there is 
no full, physical intimacy between friends. In marriage the fullness of 
physical, emotional, and spiritual communion is the dance. In friendship, 
both the man and woman reverently honor each other within the 
ordered limitations of friendship. But a triune kind of friendship dance 
in sexual mystery still provides an ever-deepening, ever-expanding 
range of intellectual, relational, and physical possibilities and experiences. 
Language becomes totally inadequate to describe the depth of our 
cross-sex friendship. Our friend is not our spouse. He or she is not 
our lover (being either spouse or lover communicates deep, mysterious 
relational possibilities). But in this dance our cross-sex friend is not 


“just” our friend, either. He or she is more than a friend. If both friends 
are open to be transformed and formed in thei 
that extraordinary, 


community. 


ir relationship, they enter 
robust, passionate life of oneness in friendship and 


CHAPTER 5 


SACRED PASSIONS 
AND FRIENDSHIP 


“Do not cling to me” 
Jesus to Mary Magdalene in the Garden 


In the beginning of the new creation, at the dawning of the new age 
with his resurrection, Jesus met Mary Magdalene, an unmarried woman, 
alone in a garden. A garden. The fact that Jesus would first appear to 
awoman with no else present at this pivotal moment in the Christian 
story would raise many questions for some about his relationship to her 
and the twelve male disciples. Nevertheless, Jesus saw Mary alone in a 
garden. John clearly put the empty tomb in the garden: “Now there was 
agarden in the place where he was crucified, and in the garden there 
was a new tomb in which no one had ever been laid” (John 19:41). 
David Carr notes, “In the world of the Bible, gardens (and vineyards) 
are places where lovers meet to make love. At the same time, gardens 
often symbolize women and female sexuality”! The potential for scandal 
isso great that contemporary Christian authors Erwin and Rebecca 
Later attempt to subdue the impact of this volatile rendezvous by stating, 
This is the only time in the New Testament that Jesus and Mary 
Magdalene wets alone together”? Certainly, we do a have nee : 
“orded incident, but this is like saying intimate friends only met 0 


time with no one else present ina lavish Bensymoan suite. If he would 
have appeared to both men and women in a group, it would have been 
read as a resounding triumph to champions of community. Similarly, 

if Jesus had chosen to meet either John or Peter, it would have been 
emphasized by all those who read divine design behind the male-first 
superiority in male-female relationships—echoes of a patriarchal reading 
of Genesis 1 and 2. At the very least, Jesus ignites our imagination 
concerning Christian spirituality and male-female oneness in the new 
creation. What is Jesus trying to convey by spending time here alone 
with Mary before appearing to anyone else? 

If there is such a thing as a Christian spirituality of male-female 
friendship, it is unfolding before our very eyes in the garden with Jesus 
and Mary Magdalene—between human and divine love, between a 
male and female friend, between grace and nature, between heaven 
and earth, and on the first day of the new Creation, no less, empowered 
by fresh winds of resurrection, Jesus desired to meet Mary. Perhaps it 
might be considered premature at this place in the narrative to speak of 
a Christian spirituality between men and women, but in John’s gospel, 
in particular, male-female sexuality and friendship seem to stand out 
as having a special emphasis. 

Beyond his relationship with Mary Magdalene, John specifically 
mentioned that Jesus had a particular (indeed, preferential) love for 
Martha and Mary (John 11:5). This is striking because in the social 
world of Jesus’ immediate context, and extending to the Greco-Roman 
world, men didn't think women were capable of friendship. Although 
the term “friend” was never used explicitly to define Jesus’ relationship 
with Mary Magdalene, she was his disciple (John 15:12-15), and the 
ne reflects Jesus’ special and particular affection for Mary. His friendship 
with Mary takes on extra significance when he appeared to her in the 


garden, Although Mary is only mentioned once prior to the crucifixion, 
Jesus’ choice to reveal his resurrected self to Mary, 
before...John, and before...other male and female f 


le- 
female fri ae ‘ollowers puts mal 
friendship right at the center of Christianity’s pivotal moment. 


before meeting Peter 
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This opens up the possibility for an entirely different script for male- 
female friendship within the new creation that God has birthed in Christ. 
Before we consider this specific type of friendship love between Jenus 
and Mary, it may be helpful to look back to the two most well-known 
friendships in the Bible. 


tove and Friendship in Biblical Friendship Stories 

Fasten your seatbelts. Fond as we Western Christians are of keeping 
eros, passion, affection, longing, hunger, beauty, and sexuality out of 
paired friendship-intimacy and contained only in marriage or romantic 
relationships, the stories within the biblical narrative itself tend to 
unravel our assumptions when they are closely examined. There are no 
neatly defined boundaries when it comes to the love between David 
and Jonathan. The first thing we read about Jonathan and David is that 
Jonathan's soul is “bound” to David's. The language of love and communion 
connecting Jonathan and David is much of the same language we find 
in the Song of Songs: “On my bed by night I sought him whom my soul 
loves” (Song of Song 3:1; 1:7, 3:2 emphasis added) with “As soon as he 
had finished speaking to Saul, the soul of Jonathan was knit to the soul 
of David, and Jonathan loved him as his own soul” (1 Samuel 18:1 
emphasis added). 

The garden language of soul and passionate love for lovers in the 
Song of Songs is the same language used for the friendship love between 
Jonathan and David. The same word is used in the immediate context 
of passionate romantic devotion later in the same chapter when we 
read, “Now Saul's daughter Michal /oved David” (1 Sam. 18: 20). The 
term is used for other female-male couples. Issac loved Rebekah. Jacob 
loved Rachel. Samson loved Delilah. King Ahasuerus loved Esther. 
Elqanah loved his wife, Hannah. Although some commentators believe 
the love between Jonathan and David was merely a covenantal or 
Political love, the language and the story of their love between nen 
begs for a deeper understanding. In Deuteronomy 13:6 in the King 
James Version, we read, “If your brother, the son of your mother, your -- 
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son or your daughter, or your friend who is as eeaels soul, secretly 
entices you, saying, ‘Let us go and serve other gods, which you have not 
known, neither you nor your fathers...” In biblical language, the bond of 
love between David and Jonathan is the language of inseparable union 
between two individuals in its deepest sense. Although the marital bond 
in Genesis 2 is described as “one flesh,’ the grammar of love describing 
David and Jonathan's friendship in 1 Samuel 18:1-2, is as if these two 
friends emerged as a communion of one. They were distinct and separate, 
yet their friendship is characterized as the deepest union possible. 

Not only did Jonathan love David, but he “delighted much in David” 
(19:1), which again has linguistic links to the Song of Songs (2:7, 3:5, 
8:4). This language of delight or desire is used to describe Jonathan's 
love for David after David married Michal. Susan Ackerman suggests, 
“Jonathan's emotional commitment to David ... might be understood 
as eroticized in nature’? She points out that although delight is used in 
other passages to describe the intensity of one's feelings for gold, houses, 
and vineyards, it “figures in important ways in passages concerned with 
sexual desire and love” She notes, “In Esther 2:14 for example, King 
Ahasuerus of Persia is said to send for a particular woman from his 
harem a second time only if she ‘delighted’ him on the first occasion, 
which is to say only if he has found sexual pleasure with her”® Ackerman 
suggests, “Together, these and other data allow for and may even 
promote the possibility of an eroticized and sexualized interpretation 
of Jonathan's feelings for David”* Must that really be the case? Before 
we delve into that, we must look at David's lament at Jonathan's death. 

“Lam distressed for you, my brother Jonathan; greatly beloved were 
you to me; your love to me was wonderful, passing the love of women” 


a pains 1:26). In chapter two we saw how the sexualization of passion 
and intimacy in modern relationshi 


ps drove a wedge between friendship 
and warm, deep, 


ultural Passionate tenderness/devotion. Given these modern 
: ce pares we are left with only two readings of the love 
etween Davi aes 23 
ee ni and Jonathan: either it was homoerotic or it was strictly 
Platonic in the modern sense of friendship. To be sure, many Christians 
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who accept these comvennons sunplistically Place all passion in erotic 

‘é romantic categories assuming cede created order. In so doing, what 
separates a modern healthy akin marriage and close friendship 
inthe minds of many is passion—intense feelings, devotion, affection. 
Platonic detachment is the healthy, appropriate norm for all friendships; 
romantic, sexual passion is considered healthy and appropriate only in 
marriage; passionate love cannot exist in friendship. 

Sociologist Robert Brain speaks of this passionate nature of their love 
when he writes, “Jonathan ‘fell in love’ with David at first sight and his 
love never abated” He comments, “These elements of friendship— 
loyalty, union, even passion—are found in other well-known myths of 
friendship”* He talks about his experience living in the Bangwa culture 
where “to have a friend was as important as having a wife or brother” 
He describes the intensity, passion, and love he witnessed in these 
friendships including verbal and physical affection. Yet he was convinced, 
too, that their friendships were devoid of sexual love. 

Could it be that modern Christian friendships resemble a detached 
view more in line with a Buddhist worldview than with God's own 
story? For Buddhists, distance from desire is a virtue. Non-attachment 
is highly esteemed. It is interesting to observe the absence of deep 
friendship when it comes to evangelical ecclesiology. In Jim Belcher’s 
recent book, Deep Church, there is no chapter on friendship. In another 
book, The Community of the Word: Toward an Evangelical Ecclesiology, 
fourteen essays are included from different leaders, yet, deep friendship 
isn't discussed here, either. As we saw in chapter two, for centuries prior 
to Freud and the romantic myth, the story of love between David and 
Jonathan encouraged passionate oneness in friendships without sex. 
Friendship scholars have unearthed stories of passionate love in paired 
friendships in every century prior to Freud—including cross-sex ae 
fone suggests genital intimacy as the necessary natural path for thus 
kind of motional intensity between friends, we risk sexualizing and 
reducing all Passionate love in relationships (same-sex OF cross-sex) t0 
only one outcome—like Freud did and the romantic myth does. 


The biblical language of love in the story of David and Jonathan 
unapologetically describes it as one of the most proton forms of social 
relationship one can experience on earth. Paul O'Callaghan suggests 
that this story teaches us that “friendship can engender an intensity that 
stimulates the highest achievements of loyalty and devotion possible for 
human beings.” 

If we listen with a careful ear to the stories in the Bible and in tradition 
prior to the twentieth century, we discover these stories inspired a deep, 
passionate language, devotion, and desire between friends from one 
generation to the next. As we saw in our discussion of the romantic 
myth, there were deep friendships (cross-sex or same-sex) expressed 
with intimate language long before the Victorian era. As Richard 
Godbeer observes for early Americans, friends had “an expansive and 
eloquent rhetorical space for the expression of same-sex love that was 
physically affectionate and yet nonerotic.’ In fact, he sees that “heroic 
and biblical precedents of love between men proved far more important 
than dark associations with sodomy as reference points for male friendship” 

Likewise, if we listen to stories of cross-sex friendship even before the 
nineteenth century, we find the similar language of depth, tenderness, 
devotion, and passion. Adam, a Cistercian monk (1198-1221) wrote to 
his friend, Agnes, “In my own way, most beloved, I wholly cling to you, 
and on your soul, mine depends. In this joining of individuals, the love 
of Christ has made itself our bond” Jordon of Saxony (1190-1237), 
to his friend, Diana, wrote, “Within our hearts is the ardour of love in 
the Lord whereby you speak to me and I to you continuously in those 
wordless outpourings of charity which no tongue can express nor letter 
contains: 8 Jodi Bilinkoff, in her study of medieval male-female spiritual 
friendships, comments, “it is difficult to avoid being struck by the 


Powerful and eroticized language used by these celibate Catholics”™ 


Many friendship scholars identify the cluster of European psychologists 
(most notably, 


t Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Havelock Ellis, and Sigmund 
Freud) during the late 1800s as driving th 


_ : e modern wedge between 
friendship language and romance, Passio e 


n, intensity, and intimacy 
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became sexualized—and so a language: Sandy Sheehy, writing on the 
impact this had on female friendships, observes, “Suddenly, what had 
seemed innocent, even exalted, Pecans tagged as unhealthy. Experiencing 
intense feelings of affection, yearning for another woman's company, 
exchanging tokens of sentiment, articulating commitment, even providing 
comforting embraces in times of sorrow became suspect” Because of 
this sexualization of intimacy, “open physical affection between women 
began to seem dangerous, likely to arouse ‘unnatural desires’"5 

The uninhibited language, devotion, love, and passion within the 
sory of David and Jonathan just does not fit with modern friendship 
because Freud and the romantic myth have shaped moderns to be 
open to see such passion only in sexual relationships. Therefore, it is 
‘inappropriate” in the Freudian sense. Scripture and centuries of 
numerous stories lead us to believe something different than detached, 
platonic, distant modern friendship. These stories reveal nonsexual, 
nonromantic sacred unions in God's story—including the grammar 
to inspire us. 

The other well-known friendship story in the Old Testament is 
between Ruth and Naomi. The story introduces them as mother-in-law 
and daughter-in-law. Naomi’s husband dies, and, ten years later, her 
two sons die leaving Naomi with just two daughters-in-law, Ruth and 
Orpah. The love between Ruth and Naomi in ancient history is a witness 
against the belief women did not have the capacity to form friendships 
of virtue as men did. After Naomi decided to return to her native land, 
she faces a difficult future without husband or sons. Ruth is no longer 
bound to Naomi by family ties. Naomi told Ruth to return to her 
mother's house. In response, Ruth declared to Naomi, “Do not urge me 
to leave you or to return from following you. For where you go! will go, 
and where you lodge 1 will lodge. Your people shall be my people, gn 
Your God my God. Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried’ 
(Ruth 1:16), 

These words have often been romanticized in Western weddings as 
* Promise for marriage. Joseph Epstein reminds us of the irony of such 
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i i i d. : 

e: “This verse, said by a friend to a friend, is nowadays mostly Used in 
use: : d is thought to represent the commitment that 
marriage ceremonies ana 1S : sbi ais 

ccessfully flows from romantic love” This verse has striking implications 
44 iendship as a noncommittal relationship with 
for Westerners who see friendship : 
no future expectations or obligations. What may be es nore Startling 

ho see friendship and marriage in black. 

for contemporary readers wl pany mere 
and-white categories is the language of “clinging” in this friendship love, 
The narrator of this love story tells us that “Ruth clung to her” (Ruth 
1:14). The word “clung” is the same term we find in Genesis 2 for 
ralitiodabip between a husband and wife: “Therefore a man shall 
leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall 
become one flesh” (Gen. 2:24). Judith Kates and Gail Twersky Reimer 
write: “The word signifying Ruth's determination to stay with Naomi, 
‘clung’ (davka), astounds us in the biblical context because it suggests 
a permanent attachment.” . . 

This friendship story between two women speaks of a deep intentional 
bonding. When Ruth marries Boaz and gives birth, there is Naomi 
clearly in the center of what is happening in this family: “Then Naomi 
took the child and laid him in her bosom, and became his nurse’ 
(Ruth 4:16). Their day-to-day attachment to each other did not end 
when Ruth and Boaz married. Contemporary evangelicals tend to put 
tremendous weight on the word “clings” in Genesis 2:24 to indicate 
emotional and relational separation from family and friends. However, 
the modern marriage model constructed by many evangelicals stresses 
the husband-and-wife as a stand-alone, “self-sufficient” pair. As we Saw 
in chapter two, this notion is tooted more in romantic myth than in 
biblical values concerning intimacy. In this ancient story, we read 


of Naomi’s continuing presence in the heart of everyday family life. 
Ruth's vow to her friend did not te: 
with Boaz. 


Within the Christian Story there is the depth and richness of troth 
in friendship. Dan Allende: 


T reminds us that troth is an old term that 
meant "pledge of fidelity”# Naomi did not dlesceke inn ecules 


tminate when she took spoke vows 
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finges of Ruth and Boaz's marriage and family life, Friendship fidelity 

“ot t0 marriage is honored, respected, and cherished within marital 
sass Enduring friendships were not set in contrast to marital vows. 
nour modern romantic myth scripts, “She's just a friend” conveys a 
distance from Vows, commitments, passion—a peripheral existence to 
ihe heart of the family. However, the bond between Naomi and Ruth 
didnot drift away or become marginalized when Ruth married. The 
friendship stories of David and Jonathan and Ruth and Naomi provide 
asignificant background for the particular friendship between Jesus 
and Mary Magdalene. 


sacred Passion Between Jesus and Mary 

One of the most intriguing possibilities emerging in the story between 

Jesus and Mary is the notion of deep friendship, the yearning to be in 

the presence of the other: 
Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary 
Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that the stone had been 
removed from the tomb. So she ran and went to Simon Peter and 
the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved, and said to them, 
“They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know 
where they have laid him.” Then Peter and the other disciple set 
out and went towards the tomb. The two were running together, 
but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first. He 
bent down to look in and saw the linen wrappings lying there, but 
he did not go in. Then Simon Peter came, following him, and went 
into the tomb. He saw the linen wrappings lying there, and the 
cloth that had been on Jesus’ head, not lying with the linen wrappings 
but rolled up in a place by itself. Then the other disciple, who 
reached the tomb first, also went in, and he saw and believed; 
for as yet they did not understand the scripture, that he must rise 
from the dead. Then the disciples returned to their homes. But 
Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent 
ver to look into the tomb (John 20:1-11). 
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David Carr suggests, “John 20 simply depicts a woman desperately 
seeking the Lord she loves, willing to go to any pengeiis to find him, 
asking anyone she meets if they know where he is ... This text focuses 
on intense longing, though not specifically sexual desire” It is her 
friendship with Jesus that causes her yearning to find Jesus, not the 
passion for sex or for romance. Jesus desires to meet her. She is longing 
for the Lord. This has the sense of an “innocent” but bold, uninhibited 
move that did not at all fit the gender norms of their immediate religious 
culture and surroundings. 

The Gospels never give any evidence that Jesus married. As a matter 
of fact, despite speculations in popular culture on this side (The Da Vinci 
Code, etc.), there is no evidence that Jesus was married to Mary Magdalene 
or to anyone else. Jesus himself indicated that in the resurrection, men 
and women “neither marry nor are given in marriage, but are like angels 
in heaven,’ (Matt.22:30). Although we do not know if that means there 
will be sexual intercourse, it would at least seem to mean that males and 
females will relate to each other in the resurrection in a fullness of love 
and glory beyond marriage. Laura Smit suggests that: “It seems likely in 
the new creation we will find our capacity for enjoying one another, for 
seeing the glory in one another and delighting in it, expanded’” While it is 
not preposterous to entertain the notion that Jesus may have married, 
the fact remains that moderns assume, this side of Freud, that one can't 
live a vibrant life and passionate love in their sexuality unless one is 
enjoying sexual/romantic passion. 

The story continues. As it unfolds before our eyes, there is no question 
Jesus desired to see Mary and only her before he saw anyone else after 
ue was raised from the dead. Personal friendship and desire must be 
eR ok hy inymeriogs divine reasons Jesus had for meeting 

Baa Macy ae ; so at whe dawn of the new creation: 
Bie ode: Sea Outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent 
‘omb; and she saw two angels in white, sitting 


where the body of Jesus had been lying, one at the head and the 
other at the feet, They said to her, 





“Woman, why are you weeping?” 
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She said to them, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not 
know where they have laid him.” When she had said this, she 
turned round and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not know 
that it was Jesus. Jesus said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping? 
For whom are you looking?” Supposing him to be the gardener, she 
said to him, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you 
have laid him, and I will take him away” Jesus said to her, “Mary!” 
She turned and said to him in Hebrew, “Rabbouni!” (which means 
Teacher) (John 20:11-16). 

The meeting between Jesus and Mary Magdalene alone in the garden 
does not seem to be a meeting between romantic lovers. Can we prove 
it was not? No, we cannot subject this pair to a battery of pheromone 
tests and/or relationship quizzes to prove they weren't romantic lovers 
(thank God!). But the Gospels never give us any indication Jesus and 
Mary are the biblical version of Romeo and Juliet. His meeting with 
Mary (and only Mary) at this most significant moment in redemptive 
history has great import for sexuality and friendship in the kingdom. 
Elizabeth Moltmann-Wendel believes “a special intimacy between Mary 
Magdalene and Jesus can be inferred from the New Testament: In 
the context of male-female friendships Catholic scholar Wendy Wright 
observes; “there is something unique about a way a man and woman 
are drawn toward another ... there is a power and deep wisdom to be 
discerned in the male and female dance of mutual desire’” 

Contemporary theologian Paul Wadell, while not specifically tying 
this desire to male-female friendships, observes what others in the past 
have expressed about desire in friendship: “Love's desire is for the lover 
to be united with the lover. We want to be one with the people we love, 
Not just close to them but intimately connected with them.> We see 
that kind of friendship-intimacy desire between Jesus and Mary in this 
story. Mary reaches out and embraces Jesus. Unlike the other aiscine 
Mary finds Jesus and holds onto him. Here, in the garden, there is a 
friendship love as “strong as death, (Song of Songs 8:6). F. Scott Spenees 
insightfully draws the link in passionate touch between Mary searching 


for Jesus and the Shulammite of the Song of Songs: 
Understandably, Mary wants to reinforce her personal talk with 
sensual touch, recalling the Shulammite who rose in the middle 
of the night to seek her lover and hold him tight: I will seek him 
whom my soul loves. / sought him but found him not. The sentinels 
found me, as they went about in the city. Have you seen him whom 
my soul loves? Scarcely had I passed them, when I found him 
whom my soul loves. I held him tight and would not let him go.... 
(Song of Song 3:2-4).* 

What if Jesus’ desire to respond to Mary's longing with his immediate, 
direct, embodied presence in the garden alone conveys the depth of 
passion between them but without sex? It does challenge popular 
assumptions about love, friendship, and male-female sexuality in 
Western Christianity, where the church, for the most part, has allowed 
the popular culture and the romantic myth to confine passion to sex. 
Those who believe Jesus and Mary married cannot be content with 
passion, sexuality, and friendship in the garden. They believe that all 
passionate male-female sexuality must end in the bed. On the other 
hand, it also disturbs those who have sexual assumptions about what 
male-female sexuality ought to look like in communion between friends. 
The former believe friendship accompanied by sexuality must end in 
the sexual union of marriage. The latter believes a sacred union in 
marriage must not open itself to any other kinds close male-female 
intimacy beyond marriage. They both believe Genesis Chapters 1 and 2 
narrowly define male-female sexuality prior to Christ's second coming. 
What if cross-sex communion with a full range of nongenital passion is 


realistically possible and accessible in the new creation without violating 
the marriage bed? 


Maybe sex didn't get in the way between Jesus and Mary in the sacred 


erent of the Christian story. What if Jesus’ desire to meet personally 
with Mary (that is, not just any random, 


his male disciples, or the community, 
sexuality, a glimpse of the new comm 


abstract “woman’), instead of 
gives us a glimpse of male-female 
unal mystery in the new heavens 
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and the new earth? What if Jesus didn’t have an I-want-to-get-you- 
into-bed attraction or an infatuated attraction that turned into a 
compulsive meeting between him and Mary? 

In John 19:38 and 20:11, we read of two drastically different reactions 
to Jesus from two different individuals, one male and the other female. 
Joseph of Arimathea, we are told, was a secret disciple of Jesus. He was 
afraid of the Jews and went behind the scenes to ask Pilate for Jesus’ 
body. Meanwhile, fourteen verses later, we read that Mary, who had 
stayed visibly near to Jesus in life and death, was weeping at the empty 
tomb of Jesus. Wendy M. Wright, a Catholic scholar, reflecting on the 
bonding of genuine love writes: 

For love is not just a feeling or a transient emotion that sways one, 
nor is it simply a bracing tonic that sustains one for the struggle. 
It is a permanent if unseen force, a power stronger than death and 
greater than hell. In the slow and painful construction of genuine 
God-centered love, the fragments of a new reality are gathered up 
from amid all the brokenness, isolation, and estrangement of our 
lives. 

In healing Mary Magdalene, Jesus awakened love in her. This was 
not the distant, calculated kind of love. She opened herself to love this 
particular man. She was drawn into his passion for people, for life, for 
God; yet it was not a genital or romantic passion. He was intense. She 
was intense. She had never met anyone like him. She kept following 
him while other followers walked away. His messages divided people, 
yet she saw unmistakable love in him. Then he was crucified. She was 
compelled to be near him even as others mocked him on the cross. 
Her love for this particular man is not calculating but risky in the hostile 
atmosphere at the foot of the cross. “Passion fires the heart to love in 
many ways... Fear and cowardice close doors to intensity and commitment. 
Itis dangerous to live passionately, and some may mistake fanaticism 
for true passion” 

“Abide in me,” Jesus had told his disciples (John 15:4). In John's gospel, 


“abide” is a « : i esus to remain 
abide” is a “verb with staying power.” Mary's devotion to j 
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with him all the way to the cross and reminds us of Ruth's loyalty to 
Naomi. Once Jesus’ love touched her, she stayed with him wherever he 
went. Perhaps she risked her life following him. When the Jews pickeq 
up stones to stone Jesus, she was near. It flew in the face of the communal 
Jewish wisdom to choose be near him, but she abided out of love. She 
was fiercely loyal. We all yearn for such love. She took the art of “being 
there” seriously. On the morning of the third day after his death, Jesus 
appeared to Mary in a garden. 

Although Mary Magdalene is mentioned only fourteen times in the 
Gospels, the only woman mentioned more often is Mary of Nazareth. 
In John's gospel, Mary Magdalene is the only one weeping at his death. 
Moltmann-Wendel is among those who see the Gospels and the later 
Gnostic tradition as portraying Mary as an intimate friend of Jesus: 
“Mary Magdalene is the closest companion of Jesus, even if she did not 
kiss his mouth, but his feet." When Jesus called her name (20:16), this 
marks the only time in John’s gospel Jesus addressed a woman by her 
name. 

There was more happening in this scene than just the affirmative 
value of a woman becoming the first witness to the resurrected Christ. 
Yes, in the resurrection, women are no longer the invisible sex. It is that, 
but it is much more than that. When Christ met Mary in the garden, 
friendship—not marriage, not family, not community, but male-female 
friendship—was the first relationship highlighted and attended to by the 
tisen Christ at the dawn of the new creation according to John. Andy 
Crouch in his thought-provoking book, Culture Making: Rediscovering 
ial Creative Calling suggests, “Jesus was a cultivator of culture” He 

did not just teach Creatively; he lived creatively, and the guardians of 
the horizons were unsettled by him” Jesus changed the horizons of all 
male-female relationships. “Friendship is a passionate connection that 


does not require sexual connection™ At this moment of the eschatological 


d ; 
soe there was “the creative Passion for the possible” In every generation 
since, 


ee 2 cultural und redemptive good of male-female frien dship 
aks forth as a passionate form of creative possibility countering the 


olds unredeemed ways of male-female relating. 

Church tradition has often interpreted Jesus’ command to Mary, Do 
not cling to me!” (John 20:17) as the opposite of tenderness, of closeness, 
ofwaemth, of passion between men and women. Jane Schaberg notes, 
“The narrative is wide open to being read as centered on Jesus’ rebuff of 
the touch of Mary Magdalene, correcting her and illustrating her stupidity, 
obsession, physicality, unseemliness, inferiority, and lust” She reports 
that many church fathers used this verse as their apologetic for keeping 
women from teaching and administering the sacraments.* 

Yet, many theologians are rethinking this longstanding assumption 
which has reinforced male-female stereotypes and distance in friendship 
and ministry. Some are saying Jesus’ statement clearly presupposes they 
have touched before. Celia Allison Hahn, expresses, “To me the conclusion 
seems inescapable that she was in the habit of giving her friend a hug. 
Here, as in the intimate picture of the feet washing with tears and hair 
(Mark 14:3-9), is a portrait of a warm friend who accepted emotional 
and physical closeness with comfort.”* While some have taken Jesus to 
mean, do not think about touching me, others see room for Mary touching 
and embracing Jesus, holding onto Jesus in passionate embrace—to 
which Jesus responds, “Do not cling to me” Even evangelical scholar 
Darrel Bock suggests, “She was clinging to Him so that Jesus told her to 
let him go”5 There are no time markers indicating Mary was hugging 
Jesus for ten, thirty, sixty, or ninety seconds—we just do not know. But 
ina garden, this does recall the passion expressed in the Song of Songs: 
“When I found him whom my soul loves, I held him, and would not let 
him go” (Song of Songs 3:4). Mary was the first disciple to see Jesus, talk 
with him, touch him, embrace him. All the other disciples had scattered 
“The words are not as harsh as they may at first sound. Jesus does not 
Prohibit Mary from ‘touching’ him (see John 20:27), but from ‘holding 
on’ or ‘clinging’ to him” 

In the Songs of Songs, female sexual passion i 
vilified.» Similarly, “Mary's passion here, writes Cart, ; 
‘appropriate eros. Her passionate longing is her greatest strength in 


s celebrated rather than 
“is no model of 
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this story” Still, Jesus’ words have a sudden shock to them, and Mary 
must have felt the ambiguity of the moment. Suddenly, Jesus “resists 
Mary's advances in a strikingly abrupt emotional swing” Moltmann. 
Wendel observes, “No longer the tender, friendly Jesus. It is no longer 
possible to touch or anoint his body. He cannot be brought back and 
held fast’ Questions abound. They abound because of the way Christ 
embodied love and physical passion before his death. Earlier, he received 
the lavished physical affection of a woman repeatedly kissing his feet 
(no mere polite peck on the cheek). Jesus also allowed the male disciple 
for whom he had a particular and special affection for to lay his head on 
Jesus’ chest (John 13:23). As Wisdom incarnate, Jesus was not afraid of 
sensual or passionate, yet nonromantic, physical affection with women 
or men. Carr suggests, “the Bible offers a vision of sexuality that goes 
beyond moralism and sexual exchange that characterizes much of our 
culture’”" 

This is the first time in the narrative of Scripture when a man and 
woman have been in a garden alone and the implication was not a 
sexual bonding. When we remember the closeness between Jesus and 
Mary for the few years preceding the empty tomb—it is utterly radical 
and new that they do not end up having sex when they meet alone ina 
garden—a place rich in meaning with sexual passion and union in the 
Bible. In their friendship narrative, there is no resolution of the sexual 
tension. Both liberals and conservatives want the tension to disappear 
into an eventual outcome—chaos or control. Conservatives feel the 
need to distance themselves from sex-free but deeply meaningful, 
passionate friendship because for one thing, it is a step away from the 
highly valued notion that sex is procreative—and they don’t want to go 
down that slippery slope. On the other hand some liberals feel the need 


to distance themselves from sex-free but deeply meaningful friendship 


as 
an outcome because they see sexual repression as unhealthy and 
dangerous. 


Suspici i fe 
picion comes in at this point—for those who see sex as the fullest 


expression of what it is to be human, when Jesus distances himself from 


Mary: post-Freud, to be human requires humans must have sex. For 
pose Freudians: in order for Jesus to be “fully man” he can't bea sexually 
vepressed ma This popular view is eloquently expressed by 60 Minutes 
commentator Andy Rooney, “The pledge of celibacy demanded of 
priests assumes that sexual desire can be suppressed by resolve. The 
fact is, Sex isn’t something a person can decide to have or promise not 
to have and then never have it? Sexual repression on this side of Freud 
is dangerous for those who see sex at the center of what is means to be 
human: “Repressed persons are especially dangerous in positions of 
authority” Reading through a Freudian lens requires Jesus to have sex 
with Mary Magdalene or to marry her, precisely because a normal 
human being “without sexual expression, development, or fulfillment 
isa failed concept’” 

But even feminist Janice Raymond, who champions lesbian intimacy, 
sees the need for passion to be dignified with full human freedom and 
will in friendship: “Passion is not deterministic, unless one holds toa 
very passive view of passion,’ she writes. She believes that if we view 
passion as overpowering the will, we can end up using it as an “excuse 
not to make choices.” She suggests, “One can choose to be passionate 
friends instead of exercising passion in a sexual/genital way... This is not 
a ‘watered-down’ version of love. Because passion may not be expressed 
ina sexual/genital way does not make it immaterial or insignificant. 
Passionate friendship has its own depth and intensity and is characterized 
by strong feeling and, often, physical affection.“ 

Here in John 20, the story of Jesus and Mary Magdalene is full of 
intensity and passion. In the garden, Mary was weeping. These are not 
tears just for show or because she is emotionally weak. She has loved 
Jesus with a fierce love. And Jesus knew that. He has given his life for 
her. His death was not an abstraction. In her deep grief, Jesus welcomed 
het embrace. There was no need for a hurried, abrupt physical separation 
This story reveals the intense display of love, passion, intensity, ae 
and physical embrace. Jesus once again, is not fearful of his sexuality, of 
Women, of intimacy, or of vulnerability. Can authentic intimacy between 


4 male and female happen like this in the context of safety? That is, can 
a woman be safe from seduction by her close friend? The story Suggests 
a sexual maturity of freedom, responsibility, vulnerability, and intimacy 
in friendship. Feminist and author bell hooks in her book, Communion, 
talks about deep, passionate, but sex-free friendships declaring them 

to “a threat to patriarchy and heterosexism because they fundamentally 
challenge the assumption that being sexual with someone is essential to 
all meaningful, lasting, intimate bonds." 

Jesus was ushering in sexual shalom in the new creation: 

Jesus said to them, “Those who belong to this age marry and are 
given in marriage; but those who are considered worthy of a place 
in that age and in the resurrection from the dead neither marry 
nor are given in marriage. Indeed they cannot die any more, 
because they are like angels and are children of God, being 
children of the resurrection” (Luke 22:34-36). 

Without a doubt, this is a complex and committed male-female 
friendship full of redemptive intimacy. Many theologians and church 
fathers have taken a negative view of sexuality and used Jesus’ rebuff of 
Mary to validate their oppression of women and distance from women 
in relationships—in marriage, friendship, and community. But with 
Jesus as her Lord and her intimate friend, Mary entered into something 
greater than mere friendship with a man. Unlike the first garden, there 
was a new dawn arising for man and woman. 

We would do violence to this story if we forced it to say all that 
needs to be said about male-female relationships and sexuality. There 
are other stories in Scripture and tradition to affirm the beauty, good- 
ness, and truth of marriage and sexual fidelity. This is not a story about 
ne beauty, goodness, and truth of mutual sexual intimacy in marriage. 
Itis a story about male-female friends not succumbing to irresistible 
Passions and falling into sex or romantic love. However, it is all about 


c ion: “ 
ommunion: “One of the greatest challenges to us is that our sexuality 


become catholic” Catherine LaCugna also suggests sexuality is a “vital 
path to holiness, Creativity, 


fecundity, friendship, inclusiveness, delight, 
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and pleasure: 
his WS not marital love. Nor was Mary Magdalene his mother 


artis piological sister. But this was the kind of friendship that says, 
sere YOU BO» 1 will go; and where you lodge, I will lodge; your people 
gall be my people, and your God my God” (Ruth 1:16). Her weeping 
yas not the weeping of a sentimental, private, emotionally weak woman. 
This was not the casual, take-it or-leave-it, detached modern friendship 
between men and women. Proverbs18:24 informs us that “Some friends 
play at friendship, but a true friend sticks closer than one’s nearest kin” 
andin this brave new (covenant) world dawning she happened to be 
female. Mary chose to put herself in this close, vulnerable position with 
Jesus. And, the resurrected Christ chooses to put himself in this close, 
vulnerable position with Mary alone in the garden. As C.S. Lewis has 
observed, that is what love does: 
To love at all is to be vulnerable. Love anything and your heart will 
certainly be wrung and possibly broken. If you want to make sure 
of keeping it intact, you must give your heart to no one, not even 
an animal, Wrap it carefully round with hobbies and little luxuries; 
avoid all entanglements; lock it up safe in the casket or coffin of 
your selfishness.*” 

That night Jesus called his disciples his friends. He assured them, 
“Those who love me will keep my word, and my Father will love them, 
and we will come to them and make our home with them” (John 14:23). 
Jesus reveals himself and therefore this distinctively fresh knowledge 
of God's Story to his female friend and disciple, Mary. Here, knowledge 
of God is beyond our control or our mastery; yet in the friendship love 
between Jesus and Mary Magdalene, knowledge of God is immediate, 
Personal, relational, direct, intentional, tangible, mysterious and glorious. 
The mystery of male-female friendship emerges as a relationship where 
God himself is revealed. In the presence of deep, sacred passion, Truth 
: “vealed and known: “This is a knowledge that originates not in 
a °F control but in compassion, or love—a source pauls 

"Nour intellectual tradition but in our spiritual heritage. 
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Mary began talking with a man she assumed to be the “gardener” but 
the veil was lifted from her eyes when Jesus spoke her name. In freedom 
and love the risen Lord revealed his resurrected self first to Mary. In the 
garden of the new creation, the female friend and devoted lover of Jesyy 
was the first one to “know” This knowledge had not been revealed to 
any of the male disciples first. At this moment on the eschatological 
clock, every one of the twelve male disciples still had a veil over his 
eyes. “Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, 
there is freedom. And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of 
the Lord as through reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into 
the same image from one degree of glory to another; this comes from 
the Lord, the Spirit” (2 Corinthians 3: 17-18). Mary knows the risen 
Christ. 

Jesus meeting with Mary has more to it than meets the eye—not as 
in the presence of sex, but in contextualizing sex—that is, sexual union 
is not the only form of communion between man and woman in the new 
creation. In the tension of the now and the not yet of the coming kingdom, 
the embrace between Jesus and Marty invites us into the drama of 
embodied love between man and woman to nonromantic nearness/ 
union in friendship: “Contrary to the conventions of his day, Jesus was 
not afraid to speak with or to touch women, even when he was alone 
with them and there was the greatest possibility for scandal and 
discrediting his ministry.” 

This kind of sacred passion not only anticipates the new heavens 
and the new earth, but also the mystery of deep, embodied, spiritual 
friendships between men and women in this world. Our created bodies 
matter, not only in marital love, but also in friendship that goes forth 
into the Christian community and the world. “But go to my brothers 


and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my 
God and your God’ (John 20:17), 


CHAPTER 6 


SACRED BODIES 
AND FRIENDSHIP 


“Through the body we draw near? 
Lilian Calles Barger! 


“Love dismantles boundaries” 
Richard Beck? 


“You gave me no kiss, but from the time 
1 came in she has not stopped kissing my feet” 
Jesus Christ 


It was my friend's turn to pray for me. I had just finished praying for 

her and she was beginning to pray for me. I had already been holding 
her hand while I had prayed for her. As she started to pray she moved 
her free hand underneath my hand and was now praying for me holding 
my hand with both of hers. I felt valued. | felt loved. I felt treasured. I 
felt her tender gentleness. | felt pleasure. I felt her energy for me. She 
was not just praying for me out of her head. She was not just touching 
me to make contact with me physically; her grasping my hands was 
corresponding to her heartfelt intercession for me. I heard the smile 

in her voice as she prayed for me, and | felt it in my hands. 

Any spirituality of friendship between the sexes in the twenty-first 
century will not ignore our sacred bodies and their social importance in 
healing the deep male-female split in the church and the world. ‘At its 
deepest and truest level” writes Vincent Genovesi, “Christian ining 
an extension of the incarnation. This means that our lives are a continu- 
ation of Christ's embodiment of God's love for us” Although he was a 


? i us’ 
first-century Jew firmly situated in the social context of Palestine, les 
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friendships with women were revolutionary. They deviated from the 
socially acceptable cultural and religious practices of his time which 
“forbade men and women from socializing casually in that world” 
Jesus did not talk about friendship with women as something he could 
foresee as a social practice in the future for Palestinian community, 
Male-female friendship was not merely an idea or some inner desire 
with no social engagement for him. Jesus was not a spectator observing 
conventional protocol, expressing a theoretical openness to women. 
While there were certain expectations of physical closeness in 
brother-sister relationships in the ancient world, “most cultures around 
the time of Christ fostered a climate inhospitable to authentic friendships 
between men and women” All four Gospels provide amazing stories 
about Jesus’ relationships with women set against the social and sexual 
boundaries of his culture. One striking feature in all four Gospels is the 
eye-opening range of physical nearness Jesus experienced with women 
who were not his siblings and who Scripture does not suggest were 
married. These are relationships we would call cross-sex friendships. 
“Friendship,’ writes Elizabeth Moltmann-Wendell, “then becomes a 
chance to understand incarnation anew and to experience it and allow 
it to be reflected in all of our lives”* The mystery of the incarnation is 
that God in Christ overcame the boundaries between heaven and earth, 
between spirit and matter, between flesh and spirit, and between men 
and women. Christ came into this world through a woman's body. And, 


these stories reveal his highly unusual (in light of his culture) physical 
nearness to various women during his ministry. 


Nonromantic Physicality and the Way of Jesus 


Jesus’ practice of welcoming women, in addition to his male disciples, 


to follow him in addition to his male disciples from village to village was 
unheard of among Jewish rabbis. Kenneth Bailey comments that this 

is true even to this day in the Middle East: “Women can travel with a 
group of men but must spend their nights with relatives” The traditional 
Sex-segregated boundaries between men and women who were not 
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kin were being reshaped by Jesus in this alternative path of eschatological 
oneness. Many communities required wide physical boundaries between 
men and women—especially if they were unrelated. Even if we include 
the positive portrayals of women and sexuality in the Old Testament, 
we don't find the nearness of male-female friendship as we do in the 
Gospels. Bailey quotes Ben Sirach instructed men who lived in the early 
second century B.C., “Do not sit down with women” (Sir 42:12). 

As we have seen, Jesus meeting alone in a garden with one of his 
female disciples, Mary Magdalene, before he saw his male disciples— 
is quite provocative in light of the deep ambivalence between men and 
women of his day. Jesus was in the center of a highly gender-defined 
culture. Jewish spirituality at this point in history was overwhelmingly 
male-focused, and situated in the broader ancient world; women were 
not thought capable of sustaining friendships. A plausible reading of 
Jesus’ story in the Gospels suggests he encouraged risk and passion in 
the name of loving one another—that is, loving one’s female neighbor. 
Itis highly probable that Jesus shared a deep physical relationship with 
Mary Magdalene during the time she traveled with him and his disciples— 
not the physicality of romantic love but a deep physical connectedness 
of shared social space over the course of at least a few years. 

The depth and breadth of the robust embodiment with which Jesus 
related to women is highly significant for cultures obsessed with sex. 
The Gospel stories offer a rich embodied distinction between sex and 
sexuality. These stories highlight Jesus’ freedom and authority to live 
and practice an enfleshed, physical, concrete, nonromantic nearness 
with women in a culture that had no place to put such physical nearness 
and touch with one's female neighbor. According to Judith Plaskow, 
Rabbis taught, “He who has not married by age twenty spends all his 
days in the thought of sin” Yet, we see something different in Jesus and 
his embodied love towards women. The same Jesus who warned page 
about the danger of lust “was not averse to having his body cared for in 
quite intimate ways at various times by various women.” 


. . an in on 
Jesus openly received extravagant physical alli & 


front of Simon the Pharisee, who thought her touch was inappropriate. 
Simon was squirming and offended; but Jesus was not embarrassed by 
her attention—he called it love. Jesus used the word agape. Simon was 
known for his religious purity, and it is clear that Simon believed there 
must be something impure underlying her touch: 
One of the Pharisees asked Jesus to eat with him, and he went into 
the Pharisee’s house and took his place at the table. And a woman 
in the city, who was a sinner, having learned that he was eating 
in the Pharisee’s house, brought an alabaster jar of ointment. She 
stood behind him at his feet, weeping, and began to bathe his feet 
with her tears and to dry them with her hair. Then she continued 
kissing his feet and anointing them with the ointment. Now when 
the Pharisee who had invited him saw it, he said to himself, “If this 
man were a prophet, he would have known who and what kind 
of woman this is who is touching him—that she is a sinner” Jesus 
spoke up and said to him, “Simon, I have something to say to you’ 
“Teacher, he replied, “speak” “A certain creditor had two debtors; 
one owed five hundred denarii and the other fifty. When they 
could not pay, he cancelled the debts for both of them. Now which 
of them will love him more?” Simon answered, “I suppose the one 
for whom he cancelled the greater debt.” And Jesus said to him, 
“You have judged rightly” Then turning towards the woman, he 
said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I entered your house; you 
gave me no water for my feet, but she has bathed my feet with her 
tears and dried them with her hair. You gave me no kiss, but from 
the time I came in she has not stopped kissing my feet. You did not 
anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment. 


Therefore, { tell you, her sins, which were many, have been forgiven; 


hence she has shown great love. But the one to whom little is 
forgiven, loves little” Then he said to her, 


But those who were at the table with him 
themselves, 


“Your sins are forgiven: 
" began to say among 
Who is this who even forgives sins?” And he said to 


th “Your fai 
© woman, “Your faith has saved YOu; go in peace” (Luke 7:36-49). 
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This is a story about forgiveness and love. Even more Precisely, it is 
gbout a forgiven woman who expresses “great love” to Jesus. He didn't 
support narrow conformity to social boundaries out of consideration 
for public sensibilities. Scripture recognizes, “How beautiful upon the 
mountains are the feet of him who brings good news’ (Isa. 52:7). Rodney 
Clapp observes, “attending to our feet strikes chords not only of humility 
and vulnerability but of poignant tenderness and beauty: This story 
stokes our imagination. When Jesus validated her affection, he revealed 
to Simon that her embodied love was not evil or inferior, nor was her 
physical touch unclean, nor was she property to be dismissed. Jesus did 
not silence her physical language of passionate love towards him. 

In the immediate context, the story was a response to the question 
the disciples of John the Baptist had raised with Jesus in Luke 7:19: Is 
Jesus the one Israel has been waiting for or are they waiting for another? 
Jesus told them the blind can now see, the crippled now walk, the lepers 
are healed, the deaf can hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have the 
gospel preached to them. Blessed is anyone who did not take offense at 
Jesus (Luke 7:19-23). 

As Barbara Reid insightfully observes (and I am indebted to her for 
insight), the whole point of Luke 7:36-50, “hinges on Jesus’ question 
to Simon in verse 44, “Do you see this woman?”” Simon, a Pharisee, 
continues to see this woman through the eyes of his community. That 
community rejected both John the Baptist and Jesus, “For John the 
Baptist has come eating no bread and drinking no wine and you say, 

‘He has a demon’; the Son of Man has come eating and drinking, and 
you say, ‘Look, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax-collectors and 
sinners!’ Nevertheless, wisdom is vindicated by her children” (vv. 34-35). 
Simon did not see a forgiven woman who showed great love, but sil 
her as a sinner. Jesus saw her loving much because she had been forgiven 
much. If Simon could see this woman as Jesus sees her, then he would 
also see Jesus. 

Simon, as a Pharisee, was not an isolated individu: 
unison with the collective social wisdom of his community when he 


al. He stood in 
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did not see this woman as Jesus the prophet from med saw her. Simon 
was not a part of a secular community. His community knew the same 
sacred writings that Jesus knew. They revered the same sacred Scripture 
that Jesus revered. They revered Jehovah as the only one true God. 

So did Jesus. To the Greco-Roman communities of the day, Jesus and 
Simon were much alike than different. They were both loyal Jews. But 
the Pharisees thought Jesus was a pleasure-seeker out of sync with their 
standards of purity. 

Within the span of a few verses, Luke links friendship, wisdom, women, 
full-bodied affection, and great love. The ascetic, pleasure-denying 
lifestyle of John the Baptist was equally criticized by the Pharisees, This 
should not be missed as our story introduces the impulse of physical 
pleasure, goodness, beauty, and love. In contrast to John the Baptist, 
Jesus was well aware of their communal disgust towards him. They saw 
him as one who excessively pursued pleasures and befriended those 
who were sinners, those who were impure. The text clearly indicates 
that Simon and his community considered Jesus to be seeking pleasure 
inappropriately. The fact that Luke tells us that Jesus was aware of this 
before the unnamed woman makes her appearance should not be over- 
looked. 

Intensity or passionate bonding is associated in negative ways with 
women and friendship. In the ancient world, Nancy Tuana reminds 
us, the Greeks believed that “a woman left uncontrolled was one of the 
Greatest dangers to mankind’ She recalls that Aristotle believed that 
a woman was unable to control her passions through reason: “Thus, 
woman, left on her own, would be led astray by her passions, particularly 
her sexual passions, and in turn would cause great suffering to man’? 
Greeks believed “that the animal passions inherent in woman's nature 
could best be tamed by marriage. A proper union would domesticate 


woman by ensuring that her passions were properly controlled and 
directed toward the welfare of her family” 


woman of Luke 7 was married, 


* But there is no evidence the 


While Simon labeled her a “sinner” Jesus never did. He did acknowledge 
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her many sins, but unlike the woman caught in adultery in John 8, Jesus 
never told this woman “go and sin no more” Both Simon and Jesus (and 
indeed, even the woman in this story) would have been thoroughly 
acquainted with sacred wisdom from Proverbs 7: 
Then a woman comes towards him, decked out like a prostitute, 
wily of heart. She is loud and wayward; her feet do not stay at 
home; now in the street, now in the squares, and at every corner she 
lies in wait. She seizes him and kisses him, and with impudent face 
she says to him: ‘I had to offer sacrifices, and today I have paid my 
vows; so now I have come out to meet you, to seek you eagerly, and 
I have found you! \ have decked my couch with coverings, coloured 
spreads of Egyptian linen; I have perfumed my bed with myrrh, 
aloes, and cinnamon. Come, let us take our fill of love until morning; 
let us delight ourselves with love. For my husband is not at home; 
he has gone on a long journey. He took a bag of money with him; 
he will not come home until full moon’ With much seductive 
speech she persuades him; with her smooth talk she compels him. 
Right away he follows her, and goes like an ox to the slaughter, or 
bounds like a stag towards the trap (Proverbs 7:10-22, emphasis 
added). 

The italicized words convey what would appear to be matching 
behaviors between the woman Simon saw and this prostitute. The 
woman was in the city and learned Jesus was at Simon's. She came 
in and begins to kiss his feet and anoint them with her own scented 
perfume. The parallels are worth considering for anyone who thinks 
Simon is obstinate or uptight. But wait. There’s more for Simon to 
consider in the positive portrayal of female sexuality: “Let him kiss me 
with the kisses of his mouth! For your love is better than wine, your 
anointing oils are fragrant, your name is perfume poured out” (Song 
of Songs 1:2-3). She then wiped Jesus’ feet with her hair. According to 
Middle Eastern custom, women were supposed to keep their head 
covered for their “hair exudes vibrations that arouse, mislead, and f 


corrupt men” 





Simon, a representative of a male-centered, male-dominated culture, 
was seeking to control this woman's intensity and passionate physical 
expression. In any sexist, gendered culture, the conservative understanding 
of Jesus’ openness to her whole embodied presence (her intentions, 
her impulse, her lips, her hair, her tears, the oil, her courage, her sense 
of when to stop the extravagant affection, and her sensual hunger) is 
immediately understood as an “out of control,’ with an “anything goes’ 
attitude regarding the body and physical attention. Jesus’ feet were 
mentioned seven times in this short passage. He was not embarrassed 
to receive her lingering attention and affection even when Simon 
thought it was disgusting. What is not happening—from either Luke's 
view or Jesus’ view—is sexual disarray or chaos. Neither Jesus nor the 


woman has impulsively given himself or herself over to lust. 

Anglican Brian Thorne wonders about this scene. He writes: “I suggest 
that men—especially thirty-year-old men—might fantasize what it 
would feel like to have their feet wept over by a prostitute and then 
rubbed and kissed by her continually (not just once or twice!).”"6 
Andrew Greeley asks: 

Did he enjoy the emotional abandon of her sobs and tears, some- 
thing definitely not part of the ordinary feet-washing ritual? I don't 
say how we can say he did not. If he were utterly unmoved by it, he 
would not be human. It was something she needed to do and he 
tolerated that. Presumably he did not want it as a daily occurrence. He 
surely knew when and how to indicate gently enough was enough, 
that her self-humiliation had gone far enough and it was time to 


stop. I wouldn't be surprised that she knew too. Erotic tension? 
Surely.” 


Meanwhile, Lillian Calles Barger correctly observes it is “one of the 


most sensual scenes in the Gospel”* 


In this encounter, Jesus didn't perpetuate the longstanding, deep-rooted 
am viewing women as sexual objects, mere property, or slaves to 
their passions. Although Jesus didn’t return her expressions, he received 


her lavish outpouring of tenderness, warmth, closeness and pleasure. 
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Js this story about more than forgiveness? Contemporary evangelicals 
tend to focus on this as strictly a conversion story in which the repen- 
tant female prostitute is in need of God's rich forgiveness, while the 
cold-hearted Pharisee, Simon, remains in the dark about his need to be 
forgiven. Is that all there is to this story? Is everything else in the drama 
between Jesus, Simon, and this woman, merely incidental details? 

If we prematurely categorize this text as a story of forgiveness or 
conversion, we may completely miss out on the richness of holistic, 
authentic, embodied Christian sexuality and spirituality in friendship. 
Because conversion stories of dramatic and deep forgiveness are 
evangelical identity markers, it is tempting to isolate and highlight the 
“spiritual” transaction as the superior meaning. As someone who has 
been an evangelical for over thirty years, I've heard this story repeatedly 
emphasized in contexts of forgiveness and conversion. But I believe this 
story has some social import when it comes to sexuality, friendship, and 
male-female oneness. If we don’t grapple with the embodied richness of 
this account of Jesus and the woman, do we not run the risk of reinforcing 
a social brand of evangelical Gnosticism? 

To what extent does this story shape reconciliation between the sexes 
in the twenty-first century? We won't make much progress if we, as 
evangelicals, continue to spiritualize the unnamed woman and Jesus 
and emphasize the value of disembodied, abstract forgiveness. A number 
of contemporary women ponder embodiment and wisdom in Jesus’ 
culture. Lilian Calles Barger observes, “In a society ruled by males, 
women were highly affected by both the rules regarding uncleanness 
and those governing marriage and divorce. Women with their monthly 
discharges and pregnancies were often in the position of being unclean. 
Nevertheless, Jesus spoke to and touched women instead of regarding 
their bodies as a problem?” Kristina LaCelle-Peterson writes, “if women 
are viewed only as objects of male sexual desire, of if they are blamed 
for male temptation, they are dehumanized and not treated with respect, 
let alone justice” She adds that Jesus “refused to treat woe! as < 
objects or stigmatize them on the basis of sexual transgressions: 
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Carrie Miles states, “Jesus opened the door not only to female discipleship 
but to the possibility of men and women interacting without reference 
to sex... To Jesus, women were more than sources of impurity, temptresses, 
wombs, servants, hostesses, or whores’ 

Why then, do we tend to exclude this story when we talk about 
holistic sexual maturity and friendship between the sexes? The stories 
of Joseph and Potiphar's wife as well as David and Bathsheba are front 
and center in every evangelical conversation about getting too close to 
the other sex. These stories should shape our social imagination about 
the dark side of nonromantic nearness. But why do these stories have 
the major social and spiritual significance in our churches? Why do they 
get the focus when evangelicals talk about male-female relationships 
outside of marriage? Is it morally good and beautiful for us to welcome 
physical intimacy from a person of the other gender when sex is not 
on the table? Perhaps Wyndy Corbin Reuschling has a point when she 
observes in her recent book on Reviving Evangelical Ethics, “1 fear we 
have made the story of Jesus too familiar, too personalized, and too 
tame when it comes to moral deliberation. We have domesticated Jesus 
and made him into an action buddy” 


Jesus, Friendship, and the Virtue of Chastity 

Against this background, Jesus, before Simon, is not a frigid prophet 
when it comes to sexuality. The verb “touching” in verse 39 is semantically 
related to the same verb in Apostle Paul’s counsel to the Corinthians: 
“It is well for a man not to touch a woman” (1 Corinthians 7:1). F. Scott 
Spencer guesses Simon's inner thoughts: “It is well for a holy man not 
to allow himself to be touched—in that way—by a woman, a sinner- 
woman at that!” Jesus calls us to a social righteousness that goes 
beyond the communal wisdom of the Pharisees and first-century Israel. 
External markers of perfume, kisses, and undone hair are not sure-fire 
indicators of sex on the mind or heart. Even passion is not always an 


indicator of lust or inappropriate sexual behavior: “To state the obvious, 


all demonstrably affectionate women are not harlots”* Here, Jesus is 
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not going to fall into a cultural trap of insisting virtuous women are 
required to be stoic, detached, calculated, and masculinized in social 
sexuality. A robust, healthy chastity then, is not an abstract concept that 
fits into a one-size-fits-all, narrow definition of femininity, masculinity, 
and sexuality frozen in time. 

Chastity has been used by men, by authorities, and by communities 
to marginalize women, their bodies, their friendships, and physical 
affection with men. Frank James, a contributor to the book, Mixed 
Ministry and former president of Reformed Theological Seminary, 
declares the focus of avoiding sexual temptation could be used as “an 
excuse to marginalize women.... I do worry a bit that behind the fear 
of temptation is a false view of female sexuality” 

Although the virtue of chastity itself has been reduced at times to 
avoidance strategies, this story is one of openness to the riches of 
embodied love greater than sexual gratification. This courageous woman's 
outpouring of love to Jesus and his ongoing willingness to receive it 
offer a deeper, more positive view of chastity than does a clear-cut 
resistance to all impulses of affection. Jesus did not allow Simon to 
stop the creative, mutual blending of chastity and physical tenderness. 
Paul Wadell laments that “many people associate chastity with sexual 
repression or even renunciation, as if chastity produces people who are 
uptight, prudish, and altogether uncomfortable with their sexuality’ 

Jesus reframed the moral goodness and wisdom of pleasure and 
touch in friendship between men and women. Jesus engaged our social 
constructs of what is acceptable between men and women when he 
welcomed and validated the woman's impulse to kiss his feet repeatedly 
as her embodied expression of love and gratitude towards him. Today, 
Perhaps Jesus would be in agreement with the postmodern philosopher 
Foucault (more than many conservatives would want to admit) when 
he said, “Society and the institutions which frame it have baat the : 
Possibility of relationships {to marriage} because a rich relational te 
would be very complex to manage’” The “rich relational world” of the 


Christian male-female spirituality present in this story was sieautaneously i 
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unnerving to Simon and liberating to the unnamed woman. 

Old Testament examples of kissing happen primarily among men in 
family situations. The few examples of kisses between men and women 
are romantic in particularly romantic or seductive contexts (Jacob kissing 
Rachel, the seductive kissing in Proverbs 7, and the kisses between lovers 
in the Song of Songs). The woman of Luke 7 lingered over Jesus’ feet, 
kissing them, pouring expensive perfume on them, and wiping them 
with her unpinned hair. Brian Thorne believes her passion affected Jesus: 
“For him, the woman's behavior constituted an outpouring of great love, 
It is difficult to imagine a more powerful eruption of the sensual, the 
sexual and the physical world of social convention and legalistic morality, 
and as a physical, sexual and sensual being like us, Jesus must have been 
deeply affected by this extraordinary episode.* 

This unnamed woman must have encountered Jesus prior to this 
night. His presence had awakened a desire in her that would not settle 
for the physical boundaries imposed by her religious culture and 
community. Perhaps she had seen Jesus talking to women. Or Jesus 
himself had talked with her before. We don't know. Jesus had awakened 
a desire of beauty and goodness in her to be near him, to be with him, 
to touch him, to physically connect with him—a way of friendship. She 
didn't desire casual sex. She didn’t desire promiscuous sex. She didn’t 
desire sex. Jesus didn’t treat her touch as temptation or out-of-control 
lust. She did want to physically express to Jesus the tender feelings of 
her inner life. Jesus was as deeply acquainted with the stories of Joseph 
and Potiphar’s wife, as well as with the stories of David and Bathsheba, 
as Simon would have been. 

Jesus was modeling authentic and holistic embodied chastity. This 
virtue, according to John S. Grabowski, “enables human beings to use 
their sexual powers wisely and well. In so doing they contribute not 
only to their own flourishing, but to a well-ordered society that reflects 
eos plan for human sexuality"® This story clearly teaches us that 
chastity is not about clear-cut tules or about Propagating sexual or 

gender stereotypes in male-female physical intimacy. Yes, it is always 


Chapter 6: Sacred Bodies and Friendship 


» propriate to flee from sexual Tenipiation: It is appropriate to remember 
pavid and Bathsheba. Popular Christian thought conflates safe, risk-free 
jiving with a stodgy, once-and-for-all list of rules for chastity. Such 
thinking is a kind of fortress mentality. Thorne comments: “I often feel 
that it is in the arena of personal relationships that the Church's mission 
could be most powerful and yet it is so frequently at its most cowardly 
and most judgemental.» 

What kind of male and female disciples do evangelical communities 
produce when they teach the Bible as a book of rules concerning our 
embodied sexual selves? What passes for contemporary chastity in 
many churches reflects old, stereotypical fears about women, sexuality, 
friendship, and our bodies. For example, the evangelical megachurch, 
Saddleback Community Church, calls for their staff to follow sex- 
segregated rules pertaining to men and women's bodies. Four of them 
read like Billy Graham's rules from the 1950s: 

+ Thou shalt not go to lunch alone with the opposite sex. 

+ Thou shalt not have the opposite sex pick you up or drive you 

places when it is just the two of you. 

+ Thou shalt not kiss any attender of the opposite sex or show 

affection that could be questioned. 

+ Thou shalt not visit the opposite sex alone at home.” 

It should be duly noted that these don’t apply to those who are single. 
And why not? Apparently, at least one assumption has to be that singles 
ofboth sexes are free to mingle with one another without any presumption 
of sexual scandal. In addition, these rules would undermine an adult 
single's abilities to date unless accompanied by another adult. Many 
Christians no longer believe it is inappropriate for paired men ane ; 
women to be alone together in numerous social contexts. Many Christians 
Welcome and practice nonerotic behaviors when they are alone. , 

What was once clearly considered to be inappropriate by sata 
Christians is now accepted as appropriate behavior. at aie 
kissing, back massages, foot massages, any kind oP hye ae of the 
doesn't come near what some call the “bikini line aad 
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body covered by a bikini) are considered to be appropriate expressions 
of love and commitment without irresistibility leading a dating couple 
into something inappropriate. All physical behaviors wisely avoiding 
the bikini line are considered by licensed counselors as helping adults 
remain “soul virgins” If you are dating and physical touching stays 
above the “bikini line” presumably, you have a decent shot at maintaining 
emotional, spiritual, and physical purity of bodies and souls while you 
meet alone. The talk among Christians of boundaries surrounding the 
bikini line assumes that a man and woman will spend time alone with 
each other (since very few Christian men and women are blatantly 
tempted to cross the bikini line in public!). Christians assume men and 
women, in private, can be morally accountable to each other without 
the sexual police around. Many Christians have sorted out the appearance 
of possible “dangerous” behaviors (kissing, petting, hand holding, cuddling, 
back and foot massages, and so on) between two unescorted adults 
from clearly erotic behaviors (involving genitals and breasts) which 
ramp up the desire for immediate gratification and consummation. 

But Saddleback's boundaries for married adults seem to convey the 
depths of a sexual fundamentalism. Although there is no question there 
are good intentions towards wisdom behind these boundaries, they 
produce rule-driven, sex-segregated communities. As Wyndy Corbin 
Reuschling reminds us, “Christian virtues have something to do with 
Jesus Christ” She writes, he “is our frame of reference for explicating 

| the quality, shape, and telos of virtues we should nurture in order to 

. call them Christian”® We have already seen some of the Gospel stories 
where Jesus talked with women alone when no one else was around. 
Jesus’ reception of the woman's repeated kisses clearly called into 
question Simon's own convictions (and his community's) about 
appropriate behavior. 

The story of Christ inspires us to think much deeper about a robust 
chastity, moral goodness, beauty, and “great love” This woman and Jesus 
provoke us to think about Possibilities deeper than black- 


and-white 
boundaries, sexual police in faith communities, or cookie- 


cutter discipleship. 
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Although Elizabeth Elliot was not intending cross-sex behavior in the 
following statement, her wisdom should be heeded as we consider 
transmarital friendships and boundaries: “Let us not be Pharisees in 
our certainty of what God could or could not permit”* 

In Jesus, we see that a gospel-centered chastity, which involves a 
creative physical openness towards the other gender is not to be casually 
dismissed. This is not just an idea about something that should happen 
in the future. Embodied openness to the other sex in friendship and 
(and not merely disembodied “spiritual” practice) is at the heart of 
intentionally overcoming ambivalence, indifference, fear, and hostility. 
We see respect for the goodness of nonromantic affection and touch 
between men and women as a path of chastity for friendship, not 
something to be feared. Before Simon's eyes was a Jewish male who 
embraced his sexuality “without diminishing and distorting his sexuality 
into self-centered carnal satisfaction. 

The reign of Jesus draws men and women to the profound beauty 
and depth of gospel-centered chastity in friendship. Within rule-driven, 
sex-segregated communities, the physical and emotional estrangement 
between men and women falls far short of moral formation and ever- 
deepening reconciliation. The Gospel story anticipates a resounding 
“yes” to respectful, chaste, embodied, maturing love between men and 
women. “Faith awakens trust in the still unrealized possibilities in 
human beings—in oneself and in other people. So faith means crossing 
the frontiers of the reality which is existent now, and has been determined 
by the past, and seeking the potentialities for life which have not yet 
come into being” While Christians are now beginning to warm up to 
the idea that sex is not dirty, that sexual desire and pleasure are good 
and beautiful in marriage, the next significant step toward a chaste 
authentic sexuality is to embrace the goodness and beauty of desire for a 
embodied connection with our most cherished cross-sex friends. « 


am 
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sin—-which obviously includes sexual disarray and instinctual sexual 
desires gone astray. In his book, Intimate Allies, he mageests at “marriage 
partners either call order and beauty out of chaos or intensify chaos” 
He believes husband and wife are to shape the other towards beauty and 
goodness out of chaos.” It struck me that this is, in a nutshell, what the 
virtue of chastity is all about in forming cross-sex spiritual friendships. 
Jesus was nurturing order and beauty as he received this woman's physi- 
cal attention. Unlike Simon, who saw her as still stuck in sexual chaos, 
Jesus saw her beauty and welcomed her chaste but passionate affection. 

The shape of embodied chastity is an honest openness to the beauty 
of the other. In marriage, this honest openness is what opens the door 
for ever-deepening, passionate, tender, sweet, maturing sexual love with 
a flesh and blood person. As we choose to be open and vulnerable with 
our bodies, we learn to let our guard down, we begin to bare our bod- 
ies, our emotions, our fears, and our desires. As we surrender our entire 
embodied selves we discover the utter depths of one flesh. We learn to 
give ourselves over to our spouses and to receive their embodied selves 
in a beautiful, deep rhythm of ever-widening giving and receiving. If we 
are not open to the risk of giving ourselves and receiving, we may never 
dive into the deep waters of the profound mystery of mutual delight and 
oneness. 

The virtue of chastity invites us to ongoing, loyal giving and receiving 
as we open ourselves to the beauty of the other: “While man and woman 
are bound in intimate union in innumerable ways, each is, at the heart 
of their relationship, utterly free. They choose to love one another. Each 
must also choose to speak boldly to the other if either begins to see 
the spirit of mutuality being betrayed” The wedding night does not 
magically create a full-blown, mature openness no matter how heart- 
stopping the sex. As Philip Rolnick observes, “Interpersonal communion 
would be meaningless if it were automatic.’ 

This openness of giving our embodied self, and receiving our spouse's 
smibodied self, needs to be cultivated. The media saturates us with 
images of what is attractive, beautiful, and “hot” Kristina LaCelle- 
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peterson laments, “All too often churches buy into cultural ideas about 
thinness, beauty, and femininity as well." This is not openness to chaste 
embodiment but enslavement to cultural pseudo-beauty. 

To be open to meaningful touch in transmarital friendship in private 
and public is to reclaim our bodies for wider, broader, and deeper 
meanings of physical presence in God's world. “Reclaiming” means our 
bodies encompass much more than meanings of physical intimacy in 
casual sexual relationships or the self-absorbed romantic myth. These 
categories tend to depersonalize and desexualize men and women in 
male-female relationships. It's easy to identify the casual relationship as 
sexual chaos, as impersonal and sexually inauthentic. But Christians in 
rule-driven communities where there is an appearance of order have a 
tendency not to see the chaos inherent in conformity to abstract rules. 
Their orderliness makes a persuasive case to protect the sexual beauty 
and integrity within marriages. This is what is attractive for so many who 
embrace the sex-segregated boundaries within churches like Saddleback. 
This safe, risk-free chastity “works” for many in our contemporary 
churches, 

Yet, there is another form of sexual chaos and we see it in our story if 
we listen closely. If we enforce all embodied interactions between men 
and women with clear-cut rules of distance, then we will be left with 
this huge dichotomy between the personal and the impersonal in 
embodied male-female relationships. In other words, if Simon gets his 
way, we don't get to see the personal uniqueness of this woman's “great 
love” for Jesus. At least part of what makes this story so powerful and 
liberating is Jesus’ beautiful, personal, unique meaning and description 
of her physical affection. This was a moment between Jesus and Be 
sacred body of this woman. No one would say that Jesus was ae 
about sex. This story is not about escaping temptation. Its saiee i 
woman's beautiful outpouring of personal attention to Jesus an' 
body. “Ecstatic exaltation can be present in all forms of human love. n 

. in the presence of the 
Personal love, ecstasy comes from being fully in the P 


other person rather than from being in love: 
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inmy understanding, as 1 have read the meatons of sinew! theologians 
to this passage, one of the most striking elements in this story is personal 
embodied engagement that takes place between Jesus and the woman. 
She pressed forward with great courage, with much to lose, expressing 
her “great love” to Jesus, the God-man. Picture the scene. Kiss after kiss, 
tears flowing, oil being applied, and her hair released from her veil to 
wipe Jesus’ feet. As Alvin John Schmidt observes, “The four sexist 
characteristics of woman being ‘evil; ‘inferior; ‘unclean, and ‘unequal’ 
need to be recalled if one is to gain a better understanding of the 
reasons for women having to be veiled’” 

After the first “ahem,” Simon sees Jesus is not getting it and lacks 
social prudence and discretion; therefore, he can't possibly be a leader— 
a prophet of God. When did Jesus finally respond to Simon's inner 
thoughts? After the first ahem? Second? Third? Jesus’ welcoming of 
these sensual acts, not just one of them—but all of them, reveals a 
dance in which he relaxes the social boundaries between a man and a 
woman—at a woman's initiative—that doesn’t have anything to do with 
sex. At some point in this drama, Jesus’ “yes” to her ongoing impulses 
draws out more of her embodied self and her social choices. John 
Grabowski explains the difference between a chastity stuck in the law 
versus a more holistic, personal, and social chastity: 

When law becomes the dominant paradigm for the moral life, 
chastity takes on a different meaning. Chastity becomes that virtue 
that safeguards one from the violations of the law concerning the 
matter of sex whether inwardly or in external conduct. Rather 
than a dynamic principle enabling one to use one’s sexual powers 
intelligently in pursuit of human flourishing and happiness, chastity 
is seen as a form of conditioning that elicits adherence to extrinsic 
rules that restrain human freedom.“ 

If it is appropriate to use stories like David and Bathsheba to ground 
Our understanding in the forming of chaste relationships between the 
is then this story in all of its chaste richness must also be included 
in our understanding of a robust Sexuality and chastity so that we may 
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void depersonalizing and desexualizing by Categorizing individuals 

jnto groups and communities. As more Christians return to the deep 

and rich value of community there is going to be a danger of impersonal 

chastity. Friendship is an important moral relationship with the ability to: 
nurture for another a self they never were allowed to believe they 
had.... There is no better way to affirm the value and worth of 
another person, no surer sign of our affirmation of their goodness, 
than to be willing to receive the offer of their attention as a gift. 
Sometimes, perhaps surprisingly, it is our willingness to be available 
to their love that leads to some of the richest and most powerful 
moral experiences of our lives.“ 

A holistic, embodied chastity does not rigidly conform to impersonal 
categories, principles, or even groups. At the heart of this story is an 
embodied expression of a personal relationship between Jesus and the 
woman. The story shapes interpersonal embodied depth and chastity 
between men and women who are not lovers. The practice of chastity 
teflects the glory, beauty, goodness, and truth of triune love and the 
inexhaustible richness of our created, sexed, sacred bodies. Therefore 
chastity cannot be anti-body, anti-physical, anti-sensual, or anti-sexual. 
Vincent Genovesi suggests, “Too often people neither appreciate nor 
capitalize upon the unique richness of human sexuality’* Any twenty-first 
century vision of chastity must acknowledge this fact. This richness of 
divine beauty in human sexuality is surely accessible in romance and 
marriage but also in nonromantic male-female relationships: “Personal 
relationships are relationships of freedom and equality in which pee 
choose how they relate to each other. The essence of personal paar 
is responding to others freely, uninhibited by societal prescripons: 
Ifwe don't allow stories of redemptive embodiment to shape ae 
communities, ethics, and sexuality, we run the danger of domesticating 
and impersonalizing chastity. ss ads us 

This story, as the breadth and depth of the Christian sat oe 


m 
of the eschatological chastity that men and aeeae m towards the 
It informs us that virtue participates in a holistic 
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other sex in meaningful response to personal goodness, beauty, and 
truth instead of conformity to abstract communal rules and social 
categories. Truth is Personal and Relational. 

This bigger picture of chastity then, says no to all forms of sexual 
chaos including impersonal categories imposed by communities or 
cultures. Where conservatives tend to fall short is that they only see 
chaos in sex expressed without commitment and marital vows. They 
don't see chaos in impersonal conformity to sub-incarnational embodiment. 
The incarnation is not only concrete and sensual, it is eternal Beauty, 
Goodness, and Truth breaking forth into the old ways of the world and 
community: “The very dynamism of human life is established because 
we are in relation with God who is infinite truth, goodness, and beauty... 
‘The very purpose of humanity is thus caught up in the quest for more 
than.... Friendship must go forward in pursuit of more truth, beauty, 
and goodness so that ever greater gifts of the self can be given and 
received’” 

Chastity, then, becomes the relational skill of choosing freedom to 
dance with personal beauty, goodness and truth in embodied relationships. 
Chastity summons us to see the wonder, amazement, and utter beauty 
of eschatological touch between Jesus and others in the Gospels. Notice 
Jesus’ touch in healing Simon's mother-in-law: “Now Simon's mother- 
in-law was in bed with a fever, and they told him about her at once. He 
came and took her by the hand and lifted her up. Then the fever left 
her, and she began to serve them” (Mark 1:30-31). Jesus reached out 
toa woman and took her by the hand. This is a profoundly personal 
moment. People commonly died from fevers before modern medicine. 
Jesus could have spoken a mere word. But he engaged her skin, her 
embodied self. No matter what this woman experienced in her body 
from this point forward—including sex with her husband, this embodied 
nonsexual touch full of eschatological beauty, goodness, and truth, no 
doubt, remained with her as a significant moment for the rest of her 


life. She would never forget the meaning of this simple, personal Souach 
Neither should we. 
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For those who are married, at least one of the reasons why many 
women have not experienced orgasms or find it difficult could be the 
impersonal and unchaste approach to sexual pleasure by husbands who 
see sex primarily as proving their manhood and expressing their own 
passion. The impersonal pervades our marriages when women are 
‘naturally” perceived as the half of the human race with a lower sex 
drive. Modern society categorizes men and women into impersonal 
categories. Touching the other, in this sense, even when the man 
experiences orgasm, is highly impersonal. This doesn’t mean every time 
ahusband and wife have sex they have to achieve mutual orgasms. But 
the spirit of mutually invited touching the sacred body of the other is 
the practice of chastity in marriage. 

But in the evangelical subculture, singles are encouraged and socialized 
to view members of the other sex in impersonal categories of either 
romantic potential or married. This, too, is another subtle but powerful 
form of sexual chaos instead of practicing the virtue of chastity. This 
virtue calls us to personal, meaningful, intentional, embodied engagement 
with opposite sex friends—and not merely according to impersonal 
categories. A bigger dimension to sexual or nonsexual touch in Christian 
sexuality is its eschatological meaning of personal beauty, goodness, 
and truth in the moment and the larger personal context. Impersonal 
categories like romantic potential or marriage discourages the beauty of 
chaste freedom to touch in personal relationship. Inauthentic chastity 
emanating from sizing people up and placing them in impersonal 
categories is just as much of an expression of sexual chaos as out-of- 
control lust. These false boundaries are inauthentic pr ecisely because 


they are impersonal eaningful 
For some singles then, there is a tendency to stay away eae it has 
intimate touch with the other sex in the present aan stip could 
romantic potential. Just like sex in marriage, me a ae 
be characterized by impersonal, inauthentic oO, sed in 
The gi F ic Christian chastity is not ¢ 
gift of touch in authentic postmarital. The virtue 


‘wo different kinds of chastity: premarital ane 





of chastity before marriage prepares and sheet e for chastity within 
marriage: “Spouses are, ideally, chaste nonvirgins”* While a cuss 
individual recognizes the limits of touch with her cross-sex friend, she 
simultaneously doesn't reduce her friend into impersonal categories, 
The practice of embodied, chaste touch for us all, including singles, 
requires a “delicate balance between caution and risk, between inhibition 
and daring vulnerability”” Ronald Rolheiser suggests that “the impression 
is given that sexual union is happiness and no happiness is possible 
outside of that. That is a superficial and dangerous algebra.’ He adds 
later, “We need to express affection, we need to touch each other physically 
and we need to affirm each other more explicitly ... to stroke each other 
physically and emotionally into wholeness.” 

Chastity in both friendship and marriage empowers us to give 
ourselves to the other “in a way specific to their own vocations.” John 
Grabowski suggests it “makes possible the integration of one’s sexuality 
into the commitments that structure the person's life. In so doing, chastity 
makes it possible for persons to discover the communion for which they 
were created”! Both within marriage and friendship a disembodied 

sexuality (i.e, sexual chaos) then, “further distances us from the 
responsibility of dealing with the demands of another person's presence, 
denying both intimacy and body. The principle of chastity mitigates 
against this.’s? 

The husband and wife share a unique, unrestricted, fullness in their 
sexual intimacy that they don’t share with anyone else. They cultivate 
a sexual bond that is off-limits to everyone. As they renew and refresh 
their vows in sexual love, they model triune love: beauty, oneness, fidelity, 
loyalty, permanence. However, this openness to the beauty of giving and 
receiving of our embodied selves extends beyond the sexual intimacy 
in marriage. As Lilian Calles Barger notes, there is a “deep communal 


significance beyond the couple” She rightly points out the extraordinary 
breadth of authentic openness in chastity: 


“As we image God in our 
sexuality, 


we experience our profound human capacity to enter into a 
variety of life-giving and life-receiving relationships, but this deep, 
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life-affirming connection extends to all human beings and is not 
expressed only in the act of sex.” 

Spiritual friendship between the sexes in the twenty-first century 
can be a powerful, chaste embodied witness to the sexual chaos in 
our sex-obsessed culture on the one hand and the over-romanticized 
impersonal culture on the other. In nonromantic contexts, male and 
female friends who are open to the beauty and goodness of touch 
embody intimate chaste, meaningful touch in private and in public— 
this is sexual formation of calling beauty out of the sexual chaos of 
casual sexual boundaries and impersonal categories. Even though 
popular evangelical wisdom suggests otherwise, embodied formation 
of one's sexuality doesn’t merely occur in marital sex or romantic love: 
“Friendship is itself a specific form of self-giving between persons, and 
in this way is formative of a person's sexuality’ 

So singles who practice chaste touch with their single or married 
cross-sex friends may experience more personal depth in friendship 
than some Christian married couples who have sex. Sex, as we saw in 
chapter two, is not the major indicator of personal, holistic communion: 
“Intimacy is primarily about attachment, not sex." Sex does contribute 
to communion and can open the door to profound union, but sex in 
marriage is not a magic pill for interpersonal wholeness and communion. 
But in friendship, a single individual is not shut out from the deep 
communion of embodied beauty, goodness, and truth with the other 
gender even when there is no sex involved. 

While marriage is certainly a relationship in which profound intimacy 
may happen, in friendship singles are able to experience profound depths : 
of beauty, goodness, and truth if they open themselves to the risk of 
embodied personal intimacy with the other sex. Many leaders in ue 
evangelical subculture, however, discourage singles from this risk in 


intimacy and thereby set up singles to relate in terms of impersonal 


yea? i id 
Categories, inevitably creating a social dichotomy between singles i 
married. In the process of writing this book, I have been ueey 
hear a growing number of singles who desire meaningful, embo' 


beauty, goodness and truth in friendship with the other sex instead 
of holding themselves back while they are waiting for romance and 
marriage. To open themselves to the desire and risk of beauty in the 


other, they enter the profound dance and adventure of embodied, 


intimate friendship. ee 
Arthur Roberts, professor-at-large at George Fox University, in his 


excellent thought-provoking book, Messengers of God: The Sensuous 
Side of Spirituality suggests we need role models for physical intimacy 
in friendships in our churches to overcome the stereotypes. The emphasis 
upon sexual touch in either casual sexual relationships or romantic 
relationships, Roberts says, has impoverished our lives greatly: 

+ By minimizing friendship as an experience basic to mere social 
civility, maximizing adversarial processes. 

+ By narrowing perceptions of sexuality to genital intercourse, 
fostering predatory tactile behavior. 

+ By maintaining a stereotypical focus upon genital sex roles, adding 
confusion to nongenital friendships so that ... men and women 
cannot be considered close friends without being suspected of 
having a romantic affair.* 

This is sexual chaos and disorder in friendship and community. The 
tomantic myth popularizing Freud's theories has romanticized and 
sexualized all affectionate, meaningful, tender, and gentle physical 
affection—physical and personal intimacy between men and women. 
Barger notes, “With no nonerotic way to receive necessary human 
touch, we set up for indiscriminate sexual activity.” 

More and more Christians today are seeing the truth that James 
Olthuis wrote in 1975: “The myth that all close contact necessarily leads 
to physical intercourse is just that—a myth.” And then he too, notices 
how this myth has imprisoned Christians, “We must free ourselves from 
its deadening influence. Friendship is a God-given way to be intimate 
which does not involve sexual intercourse” (italics added).** Love in 
friendship is directed towards the embodied other in personal relationship— 
not impersonal categories. Friendship is one of God’s formative paths to 
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heal the split between the spiritual (important, internal, higher meaning) 
and the sensual (unimportant, external, and superficial) between men 
and women. 

Teenagers clearly see this disembodied sexual chaos. Kenda Creasy 
Dean, associate professor of youth, church, and culture at Princeton 
University says, “The church's de facto decision to let popular culture 
define passion as sexual intimacy has disastrous theological consequences. 
On the one hand, separating body and spirit tends to reduce to ‘parts 
and plumbing’—the usual content of church-sponsored sexual retreats— 
as the human desire for otherness becomes associated with biology 
rather than identity in God.”* She insightfully adds, “When sexuality 
is primarily a matter of biological function, affirming sexuality (which 
Christian doctrine requires) means celebrating body parts, while at the 
same time telling teenagers not to use them. Teenagers are quick to see 
the inconsistency.” They only see two alternatives for physical affection 
between adults in the community: scant physical contact because of 
impersonal categories or romantic expressiveness. The evangelical 
church by and large has basically accommodated the romantic myth 
and Freud by relegating all close, social markers of physical touch/ 
presence to be sexual—either promiscuous or romantic. In the 
evangelical community we primarily give our bodies to the other sex 
in public when romance is happening. We are embarrassed, afraid, or 
ashamed to express the beauty and tenderness of a nonsexual 
immediacy of our sexed bodies between friends in public. Our teenagers 
witness this disembodied sexuality in practice in many communities. 

Chastity calls us to give ourselves in love to the sacred body of our 


mutual embodied connection, the 


Spouse and then, out of a spirit of 
immediacy honors the 


embodied immediacy of our friends. While this pant iovot 
integrity of limited touch in friendships, the eschatological pee o 
embodied chastity guides us to an ordered fullness of pn rte 
and truth in these personal relationships—in marriage and ove : Pp. 
Chastity is the freedom “to respond to and nurture the vps ic 
potential that I see in another human being-* Freedom in friendship 





is not the pursuit of unrestricted touch, like the freedom in marriage, 
but the freedom to create and redeem freshness of embodied beauty, 
goodness, and truth in the other sex in personal relationship. “Intimacy” 
writes Arthur Roberts, “occurs significantly among friends through 
manifold sensations of touch.... Touch gives intimacy to friendship’”® 
In the following quote from Ruth Haley Barton, I am going to replace 
her original word, “love,” with chastity: 
Chastity is not sentimental slop that goes wherever emotion and 
physical urges take us. It is not the stoic and sometimes sterile way 
we often speak about ‘loving our neighbors as ourselves’ while 
keeping our selves at a safe distance. Rather, it is the kind of chastity 
that engages others on spiritual, emotional and physical levels. It is 
a chastity that opens us to the beauty in each other and compels us 
to reach out in meaningful and appropriate ways. Chastity calls 
us to hold each other in God's presence regularly and to take 
responsibility for ourselves so that we never intentionally do 
anything to hurt or defraud another person or their significant 
relationships.® 


CHAPTER 7 


SEXUAL SHALOM 
AND FRIENDSHIP 


“There will be great harmony between angels and virgins, 
inseparable friendship, inestimable love, 
untold sanctity in holy embraces and kisses. 
Between youths and virgins, men and women, 
unmarried and married” 
Groscelin of St. Berlin’ 


‘It is therefore easy to see why Authority frowns on friendship. 
Every real Friendship is a sort of secession, even a rebellion” 
CS. Lewis? 


“True subversion requires patience. You slowly get cells of people 
who are believing in what you are doing, participating in it? 
Eugene Peterson* 


Ihave made the outlandish suggestion that there is more to oneness in 
male-female relationships and sexuality than just sex or marriage. The 
journey towards sexual shalom requires navigating across the complex 
terrain of unity and diversity in the new creation. I opened this book 
with my former pastor's claim that the Bible and tradition wee very 
clear. But with a deeper look at God's story and history, the picture ue 
merges is quite different from what he sees as clear. Sexual redemption 
for men and women as created to be sexually embodied has a aed 
broader scope than just the formation of romantic eoupie® I one ; 
there are Christians who hunger for deeper discernment in oi th 
male-female friendship. In the context of the kingdom, male-fem 


moving 
friendships are a foretaste of the sexual atialom we rie aimee 
toward. This is not the “order” of social distance and phys 
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in female-male relationality, But it is also not the disorder of violence, 
irresistible urges, adversarial touch, or social inequality. “Friendship? 
writes Liz Carmichael, “is the overcoming of all its varied opposites: 
fear, strangeness, and alienation, enmity and hostility, and indifference” 

In their book Placing Friendship in Context, authors Rebecca Adams 
and Graham Allen write, “Relationships have a broader basis than the 
dyad alone; they develop and endure within a wider complex of interacting 
influences which help to give each relationship its shape and structure,’* 
Christ came not to just reduce the old disorder of lust, violence, and 
oppression between men and women, but to usher us into a new world 
of embodied communion with each other. As Laura Smit observes, 
“From now on, our orientation must be toward the future, the promise 
of the New Jerusalem. The changes that Jesus introduced are far reaching, 
and one area that was changed forever was marriage.” She adds, “Jesus is 
not only the fullness of God in human form but also the one who shows 
us the fullness of humanity. Yet he never marries.” 

The path towards sexual shalom is a calling to be real corresponding 
to our identity as men and women living together in Christ. As Kevin 
Vanhoozer observes, “disciples are nothing less than witnesses to escha- 
tological reality, to the new creation inaugurated by the risen Christ.” 
Following Miroslav Volf's suggestion, it is simply inadequate to attempt 
to set up ideals of femininity and masculinity as we seek to form life- 
giving male-female friendships: “It is precisely the one triune God in 
whose image all human beings are created who holds the promise of 
peace between men and women with irreducible but changing identities”* 

If Volf is right, then our imagination for friendship must not settle 
for gender stereotypes in ways of practice, identity, or community. 
Christian male-female friendship centered in the communal love of the 
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit calls us to go beyond current social 
differences between female friendships and male friendships. Forming 
nonromantic relationships means we step into a dance of co-creativity 


and freedom between the sexes in friendship, community, and culture. 


For some, this will appear to be a call not to shalom but to chaos and 
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uncertainty. For others this will appear to be a romanticized view of 
friendship unattainable in faith communities. Yet, there are too many 
“already and not yet” stories for us to ignore, dismiss, or rationalize as 
too idealistic. There will be those who attempt to marginalize the power 
of these stories by claiming they are “exceptional” Yet in the gospel “the 
glorious impossible” has already happened in Christ. When Jesus came 
into this world he did the unthinkable. With God, all things are possible, 
and these stories witness to the fearful, the cynic, the doubter and the 
curious. Chaste, passionate, enduring male-female friendships bear 
witness to the powerful, redemptive love which should be normative, 
not exceptional, for his people. 

In that light, there are several Christian practices to form, foster, and 
nurture cross-sex friendships. This is not intended to be an exhaustive 
list. It's not uncommon to see these same practices recommended in 
books on same-sex friendships, but rarely are they suggested for 
nonromantic, close male-female relationships. 


Hospitality 

Friendship is simply not possible without hospitality. To practice hospitality 
towards the other sex (i.e. the “stranger”) is to participate in a revolutionary 
kind of love and friendship. It could be that hospitality is where it all 
begins. Cultural niceness, courtesy, and friendliness are often as deep 

as it gets between men and women in Christian community. As David 
Matzko McCarthy notes, “Friendliness is the American way of making 
contact without getting close.” Polite friendships never require us to 
intentionally open ourselves to the other sex—and they never shape 
our communities or change the world. 

Although men and women gather together to worship in Christian 
communities every week, estrangement lurks just behind the pleasant 
demeanor we wear. Hospitality flies in the face of the underlying divisions 
between the sexes in contemporary culture. Men are from an and 
Women are from Venus according to popular wisdom. We as t 
communicate well with each other because we are from two different 





planets metaphorically speaking. * 
Further, because of the sexual brokenness among Christians, the 


suggestion of opening ourselves to our opposite sex brother or sister in 
Christ is actually unnerving to some. We are urged to erect boundaries 
of self-protection, spouse-protection, marriage-protection, etc. Brian 
Walsh and Steven Bouma-Prediger make an interesting observation 
about boundaries in general. “Boundaries used to erect fortresses of 
self-protection’ they write, “can never be refuges of hospitality’ Dan 
Allender makes an even more startling claim, because it comes in the 
immediate context of healing from sexual abuse. He makes it clear that 
there is a legitimate place for boundaries in relationships. But he draws 
a radical difference between secular and Christian boundaries. “The 
objective must be,’ he writes, “to bless the other person rather than to 
make sure we are not abused again. We are to draw a boundary in order 
to better love the one to whom we are relating.” He adds, “To love is 

to be more committed to the other than we are to the relationship, to be 
more concerned about his walk with God than the comfort or benefits 
of his walk with us: 

The practice of hospitality in cross-sex friendship requires risk; it is 
not an invitation to express cultural niceness. We don’t have to deny 
that we hurt and wound each other in our relationships. As Paul Wadell 
observes, “we can be failures at love” But that is not the final word on 
who we are or on embodied love between friends. He adds that we are 
called to “a revolutionary love, not a safe and cautious one”? This kind 
of opening ourselves to the other is not an invitation to stay forever in 
unhealthy or abusive relationships. There are degrees of risks, degrees 
of safety, and degrees of danger. All of us are imperfect lovers and 
therefore, imperfect friends. Healthy trust and robust intimacy does 
not happen overnight. 

Unromanticized hospitality in Christ summons us into the redemptive 
ambiguity, paradox, mystery, and dance of male-female relationships 


in our faith communities and in the world. On the cross, Jesus says to 


his mother and the disciple whom he loved, “Woman, here is your son: 
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Then he said to the disciple, ‘Here is your mother’ And from that hour 
the disciple took her into his home” (John 19:26-27). Tradition has it 
that this disciple is the Apostle John. How old is John at this point? Just 
three years earlier, he was fishing. Most believe he lived another 60-70 
years after this. How old is Mary? Tradition has her giving birth to Jesus 
at a very young age. By some accounts she may be only in her mid-forties. 
Irs quite possible we have a man in his thirties taking a woman in her 
forties into his home (about the current ages of Demi Moore and 
Ashton Kutcher—as I write this they are one of Hollywood's most 
celebrated couples). Here is a vivid example of non-romantic male- 
female nearness and hospitality in the kingdom. 

Our homes and the depths of our hearts may open to our cross-sex 
friends. My single friend lived with us for six weeks when she moved 
into this area while she was waiting to move into her apartment. Are 
we able as adults to open our homes to our friends with trust in each 
other? Mature brothers and sisters in the Lord who are committed to 
chaste, loving friendships should be blessed with the freedom and trust 
to open their homes to each other without suspicion or chaperone. 
Ambiguity. Mystery. What about the possibilities of singles joining 
married couples to live together as households of faith? Singles and 
married couples may form their own micro-community in hospitality 
and not live as separate, autonomous units that so dominate our 
culture. What David Matzko McCarthy observes about friends in 
general certainly applies to singles, married couples, and hospitality: 
“Good friends join together in a common vision that outsiders some- 


times consider elitist, exclusive, a threat, or just difficult to understand: 
art to live, struggle, and move forward side 


He envisions friends who “st 
. they seek a goal 


by side with the same way of envisioning the future .. 
that is beyond each and attainable only together" 


Confession/Forgiveness 
I share a mutually deep confessio 
and also with several women friends 


nal friendship with my wife Sheila, 
(single and married). We confess 
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personal sins—against each other, and committed against others. We 
mutually confess our weaknesses, failures, mistakes. We also share our 
hearts, many of our inner secrets, desires, fears, hopes, and pains. 

Confessional friendship, both inside marriage and in addition to, 
involves different risks. The danger here is that men are generally 
socialized to experience emotional closeness through sex. The experience 
of emotional intensity draws such men into the desires for sex if they 
are not able to separate vulnerability and bonding from sex. Is confessional 
intimacy with our cross-sex friend inherently dangerous, or could it 
rather be a relational practice of truth, beauty, and goodness? Contrary 
to the fears and opinions of some, lust is not a “hard-wired” inevitability 
when deep emotion is present. To acknowledge we are not inherently 
dangerous to one another does not remove the risk of sex but it does 
require us to be responsible for our desires and sexual maturity. A more 
nuanced and balanced view comes to light in the medieval spiritual 
friendships between priests and women. These relationships were not 
intense short-term friendships. They were long-lasting and intense with 
no sex. In these relationships, confidences were shared, confessions 
were deep, and communion developed. 

Confessional bonding is not all about our weaknesses or sins. It is 
about the longing and yearning for more. In my close friendships with 
single women, | allow their passionate desires to be “visible” to a good 
man. In their hearing I bring their desire for romance, for marriage 
before the Lord: “The actual details of intimate needs and relational 
realities become the stuff of prayer. Desires are shaped into adoration 
and difficulties are formed into petitions.”5 

The practice of confession has broader risks than just sex. Eugene 
Peterson suggests that seeking intimacy at any level, with God or others, 
“is not a venture that gets the support of many people. It is inefficient’”"* 
As we express vulnerability, there is no guarantee that the other is 
going to meet and connect with us. “The dance of mutuality is always 
drenched in vulnerability and risk because it is a non-coerced meeting 


of two free subjects in the wild Spaces of love””” Our friend may not 
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receive what we intended and vice versa. Or even if they understood 
what we intended, they still may not be ina Position to receive our good 
intentions or confession. They may not be able to see goodness and 
beauty in our actions in our vulnerability. Honest mistakes may happen 
where we might not see the beauty of the friend's intention or they ours. 
In the Christian story forgiveness is a significant practice for male- 

female friendship. Yet, as Paul Wadell laments, “We are often more 
skilled at nursing hurts than offering forgiveness, more skilled at plotting 
revenge than risking reconciliation”"* John Swinton comments, “Friendship 
is the place where forgiveness begins.” Forgiveness is the practice that 
opens the door to the wide ranging and diverse possibilities of confessional 
friendships in male-female oneness. Yet, forgiveness is also an issue for 
women who have “forgiven” and “forgiven” to stay in unhealthy, abusive 
relationships with men in marriage, and friendship. Appeals to forgiveness 
fall on deaf ears with some when other Christian practices are not evident 
or functioning in the relationship. However, we must observe that a 
practice of forgiveness “does not let hurts, betrayals, divisions, and 
disappointments have the final word” It stil! remains true in the Jesus 
story that forgiveness does not at all slight the offenses but nevertheless 
enables flawed lovers to pick up the pieces and rebuild relationship: 

We seldom think of friends when we hear Jesus’ admonition to 

love those who hurt us, but friendships can help us learn what 

it means to love those we find it hardest to love, even our worst 

enemies, First of all, aren't there times when even our best friends 

can seem more like enemies than friends? In the history of every 


friendship there are moments when the relationship is characterized 


by animosity more than benevolence, bitterness more than peace. 


Friends can hurt one another deeply.” 
Male-female relationships are fraught with potential pitfalls, went 
derstandings, and disconnects—in marriage and outside of marriage. 
Yet there remains the high reward of goodness, beauty, and one Z 
pursue in confessional friendships. The research of Dene Stern i 
others indicate for example, that ail babies—not just girls—yearn tor 
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relational connection and intimacy. On the one hand, what is crucial in 
any of kind intimacy is a self-giving, a “self-sacrifice” in order to walk 
into the profound depths of oneness, of shared vulnerability. On the 
other hand, there is a delicate balance between owning our individuality 
in Christ and self-denial so that turning the other cheek means we end 
up with an unhealthy relationship. These don't have to be relational 
dead-ends. The beauty of forgiveness and reconciliation may enter into 
any relationship currently snarled in fusion. 

As men and women form confessional intimate friendships with each 
other in marriage and transmarital relationships, we have to confess our 
fears, risks, desires, longings, frustrations, and hopes. Some spouses, for 
example, who wrestle with insecurities will want to keep their mates on 
a “short leash” when it comes to cross-sex friendships beyond the marriage. 
There are simply no formulas, no rules, no boundaries that can guarantee 
marital safety and fidelity. The ideas in this book are dangerous. Friendship 
is dangerous. Yet, with all the rules, boundaries, and simplistic formulas 
in place in certain faith communities, one still finds adultery. This is 
true not only in their marriages but in their theology and spirituality— 
control is all about seeking to do away with uncertainty or chaos. They 
have to have it all figured out and in control before they enter something. 

Confessional intimacy however, is not a static or frozen concept. It is 
dynamic. It moves. It changes. It flourishes or dies. Confessional intimacy 
deepens our trust, our “we-ness? our “with-ness” It is not about moving 
into rigid postures, nor is it about railroading the other. No spouse 
should turn the other cheek to the point of becoming a doormat for the 
sake of any friendship beyond marriage. In a posture of vulnerability 
our own hearts are stretched to give to the unique other and to receive 
from them in ways of authentic freedom we could never have imagined. 


So, as we saw in chapter four, healthy marriages do not exist as romantic 


couples clubs, or ends in and of themselves, but as avenues to care for 
and love each other in our faith communities, 
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pelight 
Itmay appear to some as hopelessly naive or dangerously unrealistic 


to suggest in a book advocating transmarital intimacy in male-female 
réationships that we as Christians need to grow in our practice of 
delighting in the other. Yet the Christian practice of delight has for 
various reasons fallen on hard times—particularly delight in Marriages 
and in cross-sex friendships. In much of popular culture, delight is 
genitalized and over-romanticized. In some sense, this book is an 
invitation to sexual formation and the practice of delight. In another 
sense, it is beyond the scope of this book to adequately do justice to 
such a neglected and misunderstood practice. Much more is needed 
to explore the depth of delight in twenty-first century male-female 
relationships. 

Delight in our cross-sex friend is not lust. Some in the Christian 
community confuse the two, conflating lust with delight and therefore 
fearing the awakening of delight in male-female friendships—and 
reinforcing romantic stereotypes and behaviors. 

One way of approaching beauty in sexuality is to reduce it all down 
to avoid lust, responses to beauty, and meaningful engagement with 
women: lust and sin management within marriage and beyond. We 
find similar avoidance strategies among medieval men: “The mere 
sight, touch, or sound of a woman was thought to be potent enough to 
provoke concupiscent thoughts or, worse, instant fornication.” This is 
another glaring area where our sexual theology is too small, too narrow, 
and too fear-centered. The avoidance strategy regarding beauty ae 
us with an impoverished, neuterized, and lust-driven view of eee 
There are several reasons for rethinking delight in our opposite Sox 
friends. 

First, Christian delight begins not 


but rather with the triune God's radiant and ao sciwoul 
and delight within the triune community are breathtaking, 


i , Following 
forever and ever be ‘lost in love and wonder, in age pete 
Gregory of Nyssa, David Bentley Hart suggests tha 


with physical attractiveness OF SeX, 
glorious beauty. ‘The intimacy 
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“inflames desires...stretching out toward an even greater embrace of 


divine glory”? Before modern rationalism overpowered language in the 
church, sexual imagery and language concerning God were common 
among medieval saints. Christine Gudorf reminds us that many of the 
Christian mystics “used very sexual language—even orgasmic language— 
to describe the relationship between the mystic soul and God" 

Second, Hart suggests, “it is delight that constitutes creation, and 
so only delight can comprehend it, see it aright, understand its gram- 
mar. Only in loving creation’s beauty—only in seeing that creation is 
truly beauty—does one apprehend what creation is."* Then he adds an 
important insight into delight that distinguishes it from destructive lust: 
“In learning to see the world as beauty, one learns the measure of love 
that receives all things not to hold onto, not ‘for me, but as beautiful in 
their own splendor’ 

Third, in light of the previous points, there is a God-given, distinctive, 
unique, and glorious beauty in every man and woman. This is not the 
plastic, artificial, or pseudo-beauty of popular culture, but rather a 
unique God-created and God-redeemed beauty in each of us. This is 
the genuine, authentic ground for delight in the other within marriage 
and in friendship; it is centered in God's own delight in us. Norman 
Wirzba suggests, “To take delight is finally to relish the goodness and 
beauty of God's work and to see in each other the trace of God” He 
adds, “The practice of delight presupposes a radical departure from all 
utilitarian calculation of benefits to self and a devotion to the building 
up and strengthening of others’* Authentic Christian practice of 
delight, then, recognizes the wild, God-given beauty of the other in 
their respective vocations of marriage and friendship. 

Fourth, the practice of delight involves cultivating an attraction for 
the good and beautiful in the other sex. The dangers of lust and objec- 
tification of the other are real and genuine. In our quest for deepening 
sexual authenticity in marriages and beyond, divine beauty calls us to 
see others for who they uniquely are with unexplored depth, “rather 
than for what we want them to be or in terms of how ‘useful’ or pleasing 
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they are to us.”” Delight is not blind lust which is driven by a desire to 
possess, manipulate, and use for selfish pleasure. Delight is the passionate 
desire to intentionally take time and make space “to discover her as 
other and discern what respecting and responding to her ‘otherness’ 
requires. In this sense, delight honors the singular uniqueness of the 
other seeing them as God sees them. 

Understood in this light, the practice of authentic delight itself shapes 
and marks out the boundaries for enjoying the supreme beauty in every 
male-female relationship, including both marriage and friendship. 

True delight in our spouses is the strongest boundary between all 

other relationships beyond our marital vows. In the bigger picture, true 
delight in our spouses creates a bond even deeper than the bond of sex. 
We all know of cases of married individuals who have had good sex 
with their spouses while they were sleeping with someone else. When 
we discover and discern the true delight of the other in a shared identity 
of “we” in marriage, the beauty of this “we” takes priority over all other 
individuals and deep friendships. True delight honors the distinctive 
primacy of the unique dignity and beauty of our spouses. 

True delight though, unlike the self-absorbed, inward-focused delight 
of the romantic myth, can also be discovered and discerned in our 
friends beyond marriage—including our cross-sex friends. Attraction 
and delight in friendship as a moral, chaste love is documented in many 
nonromantic Christian friendships. A wonderful thing happens as 
authentic beauty awakens in marriage. It is possible to delight in in 
goodness and beauty of our cross-sex friends. An important step in 
sexual maturity is our discovery and discernment of the geeks in our 
friend, entering into their mysterious beauty while spears a 
fidelity of delight towards both our spouse and our friend. - 

In other words, a deepening and maturing delight toarts spo 

' friendship 
is not threatened by the inclusive delight of ners oT E 

si ; : d beauty of a micro 
—it is rather the basis for it. The goodness an ral courage to pursue 
community begins to form and take shape. The i friendship flows 
B0odness, righteousness, and beauty for transmarl 





ut of the mutual intimacy of the marriage itself. In the heart of such 
marital intimacy, we are not threatened as our spouses begin to open 
themselves up to the richness of another cross-sex friend's unexplored 
beauty and glory. 

For singles likewise, God's beauty invites them into the dance of love 
in which they open themselves up to discover and discern the beauty of 
the other sex. In the evangelical community singles have been conditioned to 
believe that true delight with the opposite sex is only found in marriage 
and put their skills of practicing delight on hold. In many communities 
authentic delight towards the opposite sex is not allowed outside of 
romance; it is dangerous. Yet, if the practice of true delight does not 
use others for our own sinful gratification, then a whole new world 
of possibilities opens up for the single individual to give and receive 
delight in cross-sex friendship. Ruth Haley Barton suggests, “Friendliness, 
intimacy and even appropriate sexual energy are normal elements of 
deepening relationships and should not be confused with openness to 
a sexual encounter!” 

This side of Freud and the romantic myth, cultural notions of delight 
means for singles that if they are not married, they are missing out on 
authentic, deep, meaningful, satisfying delight. Popular messages in the 
evangelical community parrot the same notions about delight, sex, and 
romance. An evangelical single woman expresses it well: 

Many single women are conditioned to believe that their lives are 
insignificant because they lack a man's romantic affection...Single 
women are encouraged to put themselves out there ‘in faith’ So, 
they make perceptive attempts to connect with men on a romantic 
level, rendering themselves vulnerable to those who might dismiss 
them on the immutable Properties like personality and appearance. 
Women also hear that singleness is a punishment for those who 
have not attained a certain level of spirituality. Single women often 
live with a sense of inferiority, wondering what defective aspect of 
their lives has made them Privy to the horrors of partnerlessness. 
Most damaging is the notion that singleness is something 
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unpleasant to be endured, like swallowing a bad-tasting pill or 
walking through a foul-smelling tunnel.» 

In the romantic myth narrative, romantic delight trumps all other 
expressions and forms of delight hands down. All other relational 
delights are reframed as dramatically inferior, inadequate, or insufficient. 
Again, delight in romantic love is declared to be the only relationship that 
isthe closest thing to heaven on earth—which is why so many singles 
experience depression and inferiority. Is this in fact, what Christian 
sexuality and spirituality has to say about delight, or is it a post-Freudian 
message obsessed with starry-eyed romantic idealism? In a hyper- 
romanticized culture to suggest deep, enriching, nonromantic delight 
is possible comes across as being antisexual, antisensual, or Gnostic. 
We have to ask, is there is an honest hunger for truth for the breadth 
and depth of delight in the Christian story? Is there a wider and deeper 
range of delight for Christian men and women? Is it always wise to 
avoid deep delight in close friendships with the opposite sex if one is 
married? Are all singles confined to biblically imposed prison cells of 
superficial and shallow delight with the opposite sex? Is our hunger for 
truth greater than our embrace of cherished ideas about romance and 
delight? Are we listening to the wide range of delight in narratives of 
Christian spirituality? 

As much as the romantic myth is deeply embedded in our popular 
culture and in the evangelical community, there is no such thing at this 
Point as a singular, monolithic cultural view. There is no such ie as 
“the Culture”! Our neighbors are beginning to discover more passionate 
depth is available in nonromantic male-female relationships in the 
twenty-first century than the stereotypical romantic messages of Hg 
twentieth allowed for. Lisa Gee in her book Friends: Why ee ipa 
Women are from the Same Planet believes that gee eas eae = 
friendships “are as beautiful, valuable and nodes eae another 
any romantic attachment’ (italics = ae seschigs, 
Proponent of enduring, edifying, satisfying ee d and/or loved for 
believes men and women “may be known bee? 





reasons and attributes that transcend sexual relations.”* 
Luci Taylor talks about her close male friend: “Yes, he’s a man and I’m 


a woman. We're both heterosexual. We're very good friends. And we're 
not doing it—never have, and unless the proverbial pigs start to fly, 
never will” She suggests something that twenty-first century Christians 
on this side of Freud and the romantic myth need to process afresh. She 
suggests the possibility that an immature possessiveness in marriage 
impedes a more mature way of approaching transmarital male-female 
friendship: “This unhealthy possessiveness is just about forgivable when 
you're in school or in your 20's, when you can still get away with the 
excuse of chronic insecurity, but supposedly mature adults should know 
better. A partner should never be treated or regarded as a possession.» 
Psychologist and author David Benner writing from a Christian 
perspective observes, “Our husbands and wives are not our possessions’ 
He suggests that while the biblical metaphor connotes a deep shared 
intimacy, “it should never be understood to suggest that two people 
become one person.”* 

Could it be that evangelicals have so overemphasized romantic love 
and delight, idealizing it as the only wise and pure form of oneness and 
soul friendship, that single men and women miss out on deep delight 
in their Christian experience and relationships with the opposite sex? 
Goodness, beauty, and truth in Christian spirituality is rarely if ever, 
about pat, black-and-white answers and rigid postures. Dan Allender 
suggests, “Rigidity is a refusal to reframe; it is a kind of thinking that 
limits the range of options and implications” 

Could it be that in our legitimate desire to affirm the goodness, beauty, 
and truth of sexual delight within marriage and honor that intimacy, we 
find ourselves closer to the narrow, teductionistic, immaturity of the 
romantic myth? The themes of nonromantic male-female nearness we 
looked at in chapter four and the powerful stories of mutual delight in 
male-female friendship in church history suggest a richness and depth 
in nonromantic delight. The evangelical community has perpetuated 
stereotypical ideas of romantic delight and sex that have resulted in 
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many evangelical singles starved for delight, affection, and companionship 
with the other sex. And for many the wait has been long—and getting 
longer. Chaste cross-sex friendship fills the void of delight. 

Elaine Storkey quotes Ecclesiastes 6:14-17, “Faithful friends are a 
sturdy shelter, whoever has found one has found a treasure. Faithful 
friends are beyond price. No amount can balance their worth. Faithful 
friends are the elixir of life, and those who fear the Lord will find them, 
Whoever fears the Lord will make true friends, for as people are them- 
selves, so are their friends also” She then observes, “The images are 
powerful: priceless, protective, intoxicating, immeasurable, faithful. That 
such extravagant language should be poured out in praise of a relation- 
ship so neglected in modern Western society suggests that we have 
some rethinking to do. For the Bible makes it clear that intimacy between 
friends is one of the richest ways of knowing shalom—that deep sense 
of God's peace and well-being’ 

While the Bible declares, without apology or embarrassment, the 
goodness and beauty of sexual delight between a man and woman in 
acovenantal relationship (Song of Songs), it also highlights without 
apology and embarrassment the profound, life-giving, enduring, 
nonromantic deep delight in friendship. This goes against the grain of 
the romantic myth. In the world of that myth, deep delight only knows 
one song and dance. But the Bible identifies deep delight and shalom in 
friendship. This counters strong messages of romance as the be all and 
end all as we looked at in chapter two. And, as David Naugle observes, 
“immersion in contemporary culture, especially of the popular kind, 
radically influences our perceptions of happiness.” 

An authentic, catholic, Christian sexual maturity which follows the 
way of Christ includes a robust imagination and freedom in delight that 
is much deeper and broader than both the constraints of the moet 
romantic myth or the fears of sexual brokenness. The way of Christ ts 
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deep delight in friendship is not the same as acquiescing to the notion 
that sexual delight or energy is irresistible. Many Christians simply 
accept that delight towards the other sex means we place ourselves in 
a position where delight or pleasure overpowers our reason and will. 
This lack of control is at the heart of avoidance strategies and simplistic, 
black-and-white rules between men and women in nonromantic 
relationships. Christine Gudorf is one of many who remind us that 
this “argument that sexual pleasure is irresistible simply is not true. 
Humans frequently resist sexual pleasure, men as well as women.” 
She lists several common examples. For example, she correctly notes, 
“Longtime lovers scoff at the idea that sexual pleasure can't be resisted, 
because resisting immediate sexual pleasure is essential to being a good 
lover” If we insist on maintaining that sexual pleasure is uncontrollable 
it leads to many problems. This notion is especially problematic for 
women who are victims of violent rape and sexual harassment. She 
notes how this lack of control assumption, “is often an attempt by men, 
and even by sympathetic women, to cut some slack, to allow them to 
vent some of the pent-up pressure in a sexual outlet. For too many 
males the concept of uncontrollable male sexual desire is the only 
alternative to sex as a kind of performance, a test of expertise, without 
spontaneity or intimacy.” 

Opening ourselves up to deeper levels of delight in friendship with 
the opposite sex does open the door to authenticity, intimacy, and 
mystery, and that does not come without risks. Surrendering the false 
security of control in order to enter into deeper mutual delight in 
friendship is not surrendering our entire selves to the slippery slopes of 
carnal pleasure or inappropriate vulnerability. Negative stories are often 
related to substantiate the fear of those possibilities. But, if we refuse to 
acknowledge the sacred delight of triune love, the sacred delight Christ 
had in women, and the maturing and holy delight between believers in 
countless nonromantic stories in church history, we end up genitalizing 
and romanticizing all delight between men and women in marriage, 
friendship, and community. The practice of authentic delight in friendship 
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js an active, mutual, surrender of our bodies, and our hearts to the 
nuanced dance of pleasure in goodness, beauty, and surprise. It leads 
us to experience the ongoing depths of delight in friendship. In naming 
our failures, our flaws, and our fears we paradoxically open ourselves 
up to discover the paths of true and authentic delight. 

Redemptive delight doesn’t run away from the unpleasantness or the 
dark side of pleasure. If we accept narrow definitions of delight between 
men and women in faith communities, we are not listening to the richness 
the transforming gospel offers male-female relationships. We are 
selectively staying within our own comfort zone. Redemptive delight in 
cross-sex friendship is a profound mystery to be respected, celebrated, 
and practiced. We need a deeper and broader authority in our sexual 
theology to embrace this deep delight in our evangelical communities 
rather than one-size-fits-all, tried-and-true avoidance strategies. More 
and more evangelicals are beginning to warm up to the idea that sex 
is not a dirty word. Authentic delight in cross-sex friendship is not dirty, 
either. 

The wonderful reality of heart-shaping delight is that it presupposes 
friendship love forms and shapes us no matter where we are or who we 
are in our Christian journey. In God's story delight towards the opposite 
sex in marriage, friendship and community is a subversive practice in 
the sense that we actively recognize beauty in the other as God-given. 
As we cultivate delight in the other we see God's delight in them, and 
we behold the reality of God's beauty in them. Norman Wirzba reminds 
us that delight is in the details. “We can’t really take delight from a 
distance or in a condition of apathy or ignorance ... If we are to see 
others with this depth, we must be prepared to get close to them and 


learn to see them for what they are.” Delight is subversive because it 


sees God's beauty in others according to God's delight in them and not 


according to cultural ideas or images of beauty. 

In marriage, then, a growing and maturing delight as saw in ie 
four is a holistic delight in our spouses— including seasons of surrent ae 
to the intoxication of sexual love and desire as we see in the Song o' 
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Songs. The lovers see and behold each other's beauty and desire the 
other in the fullness of sexual delight and love. The abundance of the 
other’s God-given beauty opens the door for deep shalom. In seeing 
our spouse through God's beauty and delight, we practice a subversive 
delight that is counter to the market-driven sexuality in the media. 

The messages we are constantly bombarded with define attraction and 
beauty as thin, slender, busty and young. M. Gigi Durham observes, 
“Sexiness, desirability and ultimately worth is tied firmly in our mainstream 
media to the achievement of the slender, taut, bosomy, and ultimately 
Caucasian Barbie body” This is the dark side of cultural beauty. In this 
way, Lisa Graham McMinn reminds us, “beauty is a beast that pursues 
and terrorizes them [women], convincing them they are not lovable or 
worthy of love if they are not ‘beautiful’"” 

In friendship, delight is both a passive and an active response to the 
triune God's transcendent glory and goodness encountered within one 
another. Delight is a way of knowing and being that shapes our embodied 
selves toward the fullness of the coming sexual shalom in the new 
heavens and earth. God's story for both male and female encompasses 
much more than sex or marriage. It's important to let this notion—that 
delight is the way of the heart—sink in, especially when it comes to the 
new creation. Delight is a complex, layered, multi-dimensional virtue. It 
does not look the same in all relationships or for all people. It can’t. The 
way of the individual's heart has unique grooves, channels, boundaries, 
wounds, memories, joys, and fears. Yes, we can talk about general 
patterns and socializing patterns. However, delight birthed, nurtured, 
and sustained in mutual, God-honoring sexual formation is the way of 
the heart, and all of our stories, all of our hearts are unique. 

Delight is a wild, mutual dance. Delight receives. Delight gives. 
Delight may deepen. It has profound depths in both marriage and 
friendship. Genuine delight received from a cross-sex friend stretches 
our heart's capacity for the other in dynamic, maturing sexual shalom. 
Opening ourselves to the intellectual, emotional, spiritual, or physical 
delight offered to us from our cross-gender friend opens our embodied 
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selves to the journey toward embodied communion in friendship, 
Although there are physical limitations in friendship outside of marriage, 
there are also profound depths of unexplored mystery and knowledge 
in friendship yet to be tasted and experienced no matter the age ofa 
friendship. To think otherwise is to arbitrarily close ourselves off to the 
unending quest for beauty, goodness, and truth in friendship. 

There will be some in our evangelical communities who cannot 
wholeheartedly and freely embrace this practice of delight. Not everyone 
wants to take the risk of surfing the ocean waves. Some may be afraid, 
while others are genuinely unequipped for its challenges. Others may 
not want to take the risk of downhill skiing. Still others will not want to 
take the risk of riding in a hot-air balloon. For many social and psychological 
reasons, others will not open themselves and their bodies to dancing. 
Others who have extraordinary artistic gifts are afraid to open their 
senses to their creative energy because their faith community has 
taught them to fear imaginative expression. In certain faith communities, 
authority squelches creativity and risk in spirituality. Just because some 
are not ready or are stuck in fear doesn’t mean others should not 
experience risk, growth, and adventure, and drinking the depths of 
embodied delight with their cross-sex friends. 

Are Christian communities nurturing authentic sexual maturity 
when it comes to deep delight in marriages and friendships? Or are they 
nurturing twenty-first century men and women to remain immature in 
their male-female relationships? The danger of using authority to shame 
cross-sex friends, by denying the goodness, beauty, and truth possible 
between them, is the age old problem of pharisaical righteousness and 


legalistic control in Christian spirituality. It fails to identify, recognize, and 
and is in danger of maintaining 
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the moral life and being an adult is that the morally mature person does 
what he or she genuinely discerns to be right and good, not just what 
persons in authority claim they ought to do” He adds, “Instead of being 
like a child who unquestionably submits to the authority of others, a 
person of mature conscience freely commits herself to what she honestly 
discerns to be true and good.”* Are we nurturing a wide range of diversity 
in freedom, maturity and delight in our communities? Delighting in 

the other is a dynamic dance, a journey of spiritual and sexual maturity, 
As individuals, we all start from different places. Friends may form 
unhealthy patterns of relating without sex ever entering in the picture, 
but this does not mean they will remain that way forever. Some friends 
unintentionally cross boundaries. Nurturing the practice of confessing 
and forgiving each other emerges as a maturing path towards a healthy, 


mutual delight in friendship and community. 


Play 

Authentic delight leads quite naturally into opening ourselves up to 
play. Play, according to Stuart Brown, is apparently purposeless (i.e. it 

is done for its own sake). It is voluntary and also involves, inherent 
attraction, freedom from time, diminished consciousness of self, 
improvisational potential, and the continuation of desire.“ Within 

this context, play draws different kinds of responses from us: surprise, 
pleasure or good feeling, and intentionality. We gradually surrender our 
sense of awkwardness as we connect. Brown suggests, “Really making 
emotional contact with people, inviting an emotional closeness either 
in a casual situation or long-term relationship, requires that we open 
ourselves up to them. It requires that we not put up defensive walls and 
that we accept others for who they are. Then we can invite others to 
engage in play’* 

The practice of play is, according to Kenda Creasy Dean, a transcendent 
practice that leads “to boundary-breaking experiences as they invite us 
to reach beyond our comfort zones into the new and mysterious world 
of the ‘other A strong, healthy Christian view of play between friends 


Chapter 7: Sexual Shalom and Friendship 


will mean intentionally “ceasing” from obligations in order to just hang 
out, relax and enjoy. That’s part of what it means to play. If we see play 
asa practice of redemptive goodness and beauty oriented towards 
eschatological joy and oneness, it becomes a mutual, cooperative, 
practice of rest and relaxation between male and female friends—i.e. 
the nurturing of the Sabbath rhythm in paired male-female friendship 
or one’s circle of friends. Like the miracles Jesus did on the Sabbath, this 
redemptive goodness compels us to rethink previously held ideas about 
what is creatively possible as far as social rest and imagination are 
concerned. When Jesus practiced redemptive goodness, he disrupted 
social norms and challenged ideas about what it was appropriate to 
desire and do on the Sabbath. 

In the overwhelming majority of marriages, spouses pursue friendships 
beyond marriage. Same sex friends do many things together in their 
dyadic friendship that they don't do as a threesome or foursome. They 
may develop Sabbath habits and rhythms of play in the practice of their 
friendship. There are a number of wide-ranging play activities adult 
same-sex friends do together without their spouses: concerts, day-long 
hiking, meals at anytime of the day or night, fishing, running, hunting, 
shopping, theatre, and the list goes on. If both friends are married, there 
is no need to have their spouses come along. There is a simple enjoyment 
and relaxation of being in the presence of one’s friend and either doing 
things together or simply hanging out with each other for the sake of 
Paired friendship play. 

When I have pursued practices of paired play with a same ; 
and then later on casually shared our experience with another friend in 
conversation, I've never had someone ask me, “Why didn't you include 
Sheila?” Or, “Was Sheila not around when you went fishing er ar 
buddy?” Or, “Did Sheila not want to go with you to the game? oe 
and wives in our contemporary culture usually don't give it : secon 

is, etc. with their 
thought when their spouse goes to play golf or tennis, 


close friend. 
However, these are exactly the 


sex friend 


kinds of questions Ihave encountered 
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when I have had “play” days with my cross-sex friends. Sheila has 
bought me tickets as a Christmas gift to enjoy a concert with one of my 
close single friends, as has my son. A married friend and I spent the day 
enjoying each other and creation as we went to Orcas Island in Washington. 
have gone to Cubs games on separate occasions with both of these 
women. As of this writing, I have enjoyed many days of canoeing, hiking, 
shopping, or just exploring with my single friend. 

Sometimes, I get asked why I have the “need” to do this apart from 
Sheila? Is that supposed to be some form of amateur psychologizing? 
Why don't I get asked that question when I do things with my same-sex 
friends? This question has more to do with assumptions about cultural 
romantic norms than Christian maturity, freedom, spirituality and 
sexuality. When a married individual and a single individual start to 
play the openness of the practice draws out the legalism, rules, and lists 
of do’s and don'ts deeply embedded in the minds of some. 

Play between paired cross-sex friends is another practice which 
subverts the immature possessiveness of the idealized couple in the 
romantic myth where the only socially approved nonromantic male- 
female “pairing” is family (i.e. brother-sister, father-daughter, mother-son, 
etc.). The myth allows no room for play in cross-sex friendships unless 
of course, an appropriate romantic trajectory is possible. Then adult 
cross-sex “friends” can play. 

Does authentic sexuality in the Christian story require husbands and 
wives to limit the practice of play to their same sex friends and their 
biological families? Why would that necessarily constitute fidelity? 
Again, restricting the practice of play between adult cross-sex friends 
seems to constrict marital love, freedom, and responsibility as well as 
friendship love, freedom, and responsibility. Lewis Smedes suggests, 
“Between adultery avoided and fidelity never achieved, lies a spectrum 
of fascinating relationships between men and women.” If we imagine 
a virtuous spouse to be overly cautious, uptight, and unlikely to take 


chances we run the danger of quenching the Spirit of liberty and life 
in marriage and in friendship. 
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Do we want Christian spirituality, sexuality, marriage, friendship, 
community, and our witness to the world to be enslaved to surface 
appearances? Is there a deeper hunger for truth, for righteousness, for 
freedom, for goodness, for beauty in Christian Sexuality and spirituality 
beyond conformity to crippled paradigms of relating? Deep within 
the social changes of the twenty-first century are questions about how 
Christian communities engage authentic friendship, marriage, play, and 
ordered social forms of love. Isn't play, a holistic vision of play, more 
than anything else the holy alternative to legalism and utilitarianism? 
“Play, Mark Buchanan writes, “is also subversive. It hints at a world 
beyond us.’# Again, the trouble is when we take all the images and 
realities of male-female oneness in the Scripture and reduce them into 
a single concept— marriage. Kevin Vanhoozer argues that evangelicals 
must avoid this kind of reductionism in theology.” Evangelicals must 
also avoid it in the practice of male-female friendship, too. 

I set aside days for just hanging out with my female friends when we 
do things like same-sex friends might do. As Kenda Dean remarks, “play 
contributes to a serious business of constructing the self” Play and the 
much more of Christian spirituality and sexuality are deeply intertwined 


in the new creation. 


Relational Prayer 

Another practice men and women can enter into together is r 
prayer. Many virtues are formed and shaped in prayer between friends. 
Gareth Icenogle observes, that “prayer and sexuality are deeply inter- 
connected”*! Paul Wadell may startle some when he suggests, “The 
deeper our life in God, the deeper our intimacy with one =a This 
is why, to put it bluntly, for Christians, intimacy begins not with sex but 


elational 


with prayer’ 
There have been scores of books written in recent decades on the 
rayer corresponds to Western 


discipline of private prayer. While private p sean 
values of individualism, you will find very few bee ne ace 
prayer or mutual prayer intimacy in spiritual friendship. 
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impossible to find books on prayer and male-female eisnaetilh Yet, 
relational prayer, it stands to reason, is 2 social form of intimacy where 
man and woman can hunger after God, hunger after goodness, beauty, 
and truth in their personal lives, in friendship, in communities, and 
beyond. Relational prayer in paired friendship is a communal discipline, 
distinct from isolated, private prayer. 

My closest women friends and I practice relational prayer—we are 
prayer partners. We have rich times of prayer and each friendship has 
its own expression of what the prayer intimacy looks like and how 
often. One does form the capacity of deep listening in this intimacy. 
Just like sex, there is no shortcut to intimacy in becoming skilled in this 
discipline. In the The Blue Parakeet, Scot McKnight suggests we add 
“listening” to the Apostle Paul's description of love in 1 Corinthians 
13:4-7. It would look like this: 

Listening love is patient; 

Listening love is kind; 

Listening love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. 
It does not insist in its own way; 

It is not irritable or resentful; 

It does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. 
It bears all things, 

believes all things, 

hopes all things, 

endures all things.* 

As I write this, I have a treasured friendship with a married woman 
who is a mother and seminary student and currently we pray once a 
week. We have had a rich prayer life for several years now. We have 
prayed through many scenarios in our lives. 

One of my single friends and I have prayed together for many years 
now, I feel like we are just beginners wading into the ocean of divine 
beauty, love, and authority. Currently, we meet once a week to spend 
unhurried time in mutual Prayer. To listen to each other is an intentional 
Practice of hearing and entering into the other’s desires, fears, hopes, 
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longings, and dreams; anything else on our hearts that we choose to 
share, we pray for each other. We share ourselves; we hold hands while 
we pray, as we seek God's presence together as man and woman in 
friendship. We also seek to pray daily for each other by phone. We are 
in this daily practice counting on each other as friends to help us each 
cope emotionally, spiritually, and physically with the experiences and 
tasks we encounter in this dark world, acknowledging we don't have the 
power to do this on our own.* There is a flourishing interdependency 
between a man and woman in spiritual friendship. 

Here again, male-female relationship is shaped by trinitarian intimacy. 
David Cunningham in an essay on “Participation as a Trinitarian Virtue” 
suggests: 

If l ask you to ‘take part in’ my life, I am asking for a very significant 
degree of emotional, physical, and spiritual intimacy. This is the 
idea of participation that I am attempting to call forth: not working 
alongside others in a common activity, but of dwelling in and being 
dwelt by, one another... If we express a desire to ‘be in communion 
with’ others, this implies more than simply spending time with 
them, more than just a sharing of mutual interests or good feelings. 
Rather, it implies allowing others to shape our lives in a profound 
and fundamental way. Under such circumstances, the lines of 
identity between ‘me’ and ‘you’ are blurred.* 

When friends begin to open themselves to this deep love, two can 
become one, even if there is no sex between them. The greatest depth of 
oneness exists in the triune God, we see this in the paired relationship 
between Jesus and the Father: “In the beginning was the Wor d, and 
the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1). Eternal 
with-ness. With-ness full of moral and spiritual excellence. This cant 
be an unhealthy with-ness. This is the mystery of love—difference with 
profound face-to-face connection: “Like the Trinity, we are called to 


i indivi o make 
understand who we are not as isolated individuals who have t - 
but as persons with faces turned towar 


J -snenal with. nose 





contracts to protect ourselves, 


of Jesus and God: distinct but forever with each other. Apparently, in 
the eternal dance of with-ness in the Trinity, we can at least acknowledge 
Jean Baker Miller’s belief, “You can never have too much of a good 
connection!” Women's friendships (whether they be same-sex or cross-sex) 
come under criticism periodically as immature and intense. Yet, there 
is an aching, a need, a hunger for deep with-ness beyond marriage and 
within it that reflects the eternal depth of with-ness between Jesus and 
the Father. We should be careful not to be critical of a nonsexual hunger 
for with-ness in male-female friendship. Passionate, cross-sex friendship 
stories witness the compelling mystery and complexity of male and 
female participating in God's kingdom on earth. It is a foretaste of the 
glorious future for men and women in the kingdom. 


“The soaring intimacies of love and faith 
only make sense to those who participate in 
them. Bystanders don't see what all the 
commotion is about.” 


Eugene Peterson™ 
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